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1. I NTRODUCTION
Nebraska enjoys a strong and stable economy and benefits from many
advantages that make the state an attractive place to do business and
live.1 The state offers a business-friendly regulatory environment,
a robust and well-educated workforce, low operating costs, and an
excellent quality of life.
None of those attributes should lull Nebraska’s government, community, and business leaders into
complacency. Challenges and trends facing the education systems, housing and healthcare sectors,
population and workforce could alter the state’s position in the national and global economy. As
technology improvements, transportation efficiencies, and other market forces promote ever-closer
national and international economic connectivity, Nebraska must establish a globally competitive
environment for creating, attracting and retaining thriving businesses or risk falling behind better
positioned states and nations. The state must focus especially on identifying strategies — including
new, quality-focused educational models — for efficiently meeting existing industries’ workforce skills
gaps while also cultivating, retaining and attracting the creative, skilled and entrepreneurial workers
who can establish and lead the knowledge industry businesses that increasingly drive the economy.
Achieving this ambitious goal will require a comprehensive, long-term state strategy that would
incorporate new ideas for ensuring that all Nebraskans have access to a world-class education
closely aligned with the state’s current and future workforce needs. Nebraska’s schools are successful
by many measures, but there are indications that its education systems — from early learning and care
programs through higher education — would benefit from improvements aimed at fueling the state’s
economy and ensuring its communities’ long-term vibrancy and economic competitiveness. Despite
boasting excellent high school graduation rates, low dropout rates, and high college attendance
rates, Nebraska wrestles with persistent achievement gaps, high postsecondary remediation rates,
and difficulty finding more flexible and faster ways to equip students with the knowledge and skills
thriving industries demand. Meaningful state and local work has begun to address these and other
key educational and business challenges. But concerned Nebraskans must do more to develop and
realize a shared vision about the state’s inextricably linked long-term educational and workforce
objectives and the changes required to achieve them in ways that benefit students, industry and
communities.
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With this challenge in mind, Accelerate Nebraska developed this State of Education in Nebraska
report to help state, civic, and business leaders better understand the state’s existing education
systems from the perspective of many stakeholders’ needs. Those parties cannot design and activate
rational, system-wide educational improvements if they are not equipped with the knowledge they
need to make planning decisions aligned to statewide workforce goals. Accelerate hopes that a
shared understanding of Nebraska’s education landscape will enable stakeholders to participate in
richer, more collaborative discussions about how to create new and better educational opportunities
for all Nebraskans and achieve the workforce readiness goals described above.
To help Nebraska leaders develop this shared knowledge base, this report:
1) lays out the major workforce education needs of industry, communities, and students as
identified by other studies and public and private stakeholders from across the state;
2) describes the state’s current early learning, elementary and secondary, and higher
education systems;
3) highlights successful national education models and new research; and,
4) recommends education policy and practice changes for leaders to consider.
No single paper can include all of the policies and actions Nebraska will require to meet its present
and future workforce needs, but Accelerate Nebraska hopes this report will catalyze and support
a planning process that ultimately contributes to major improvements in the state’s educational
systems and long-term economic competitiveness.
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2. MAJOR WORKFORCE
EDUCATION NEEDS OF
INDUSTRY, COMMUNITIES,
AND STUDENTS
Accelerate Nebraska’s past reports show that ensuring the state’s longterm economic success will require a comprehensive economic strategy.
That will include plans for expanding and strengthening the state’s welleducated workforce, promoting greater access to capital, improving
core infrastructure, and diversifying the state’s economy.2 To accomplish
these goals, the state must effectively update and improve education
systems that serve preschoolers to adults — with a focus on developing
a generation of creative entrepreneurs. These early learning through
higher education system improvements must not only create a
workforce that energizes the industries of today and tomorrow, but must
also extend new workforce education opportunities to more Nebraska
communities and to students marginalized in the current economy.
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Developing this stronger and more inclusive workforce education approach will require a new
vision that builds on the career readiness goals already present in Nebraska’s education system,
and expands on other related state education and workforce policies based on the state’s
specific industry, community and student needs. This section highlights these areas of need and
recommends three overarching workforce goals that can help the state identify, develop and enact
sound educational strategies for addressing them in Nebraska’s next generation education systems:
1. Skills Alignment with Industry Requirements. To produce a highly educated workforce,
while also creating more flexible learning pathways that enable individuals to acquire rich
knowledge and diverse skills required to acquire well-paying jobs at a lower personal cost
and system cost; and
2. Highly Skilled Workers and Entrepreneurs. To continue the state’s high college
attendance rates and cultivate and retain cadres of highly skilled and entrepreneurial
workers that will be required to start and attract more of the advanced industries the state
needs to diversify its economy.
3. Productivity, Labor Force Participation, Educational Attainment: To build on the state’s
excellent worker productivity, labor force participation, and educational attainment rates,
including by closing achievement gaps and positioning all learners to succeed in the
workplace.
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NEBRASKA WORKFORCE
AND EDUCATION
QUICK FACTS3

LABOR FORCE

General
999,000 workers
527,000 men
471,000 women
Productivity Nebraska’s population
produced 128% of its predicted
economic activity.

EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT

College Going Rate and
Graduates 70% of graduating
H.S. seniors have gone on to attend
certificate programs, community
colleges, trade school, and other twoand four-year degree programs. 64.1%
of state residents have some college, an
associate’s degree, or a bachelor’s degree
or higher. That percentage is above the
national average of 59.6% (U.S. Census)
Higher Ed Completion Gaps 54.4% of
25- to 44-year-old whites have completed
an associate’s degree or higher. In
comparison, only 27.5% of 25- to
44-year-old minorities have completed
an associate’s degree or higher.
(Coordinating Commission on P’ost sec)

RELATED
INDICATORS

Under-Employment
Almost 40% of Nebraska workers have
an associate’s degree or better. Only 20%
of Nebraska’s jobs require those levels
of education.
Student Loan Debt
Seven in 10 seniors (69%) who graduated
from public and nonprofit colleges in 2014
had student loan debt, with an average
of $28,950 per borrower.

Workforce Participation 60.3%
Unemployment (2017)
Unemployment rate 2.7%.
Less than a H.S. diploma (6.7%)
H.S. graduates with no college (2.8%)
Some college or an associate’s (1.9%)
Bachelor’s degree or higher (1.7%)

H.S. Graduates 26.9% (U.S. Census)
Some College or Associate’s (25+)
33.9% (U.S. Census)
Bachelor’s Degree or Higher (25+)
30.2% (U.S. Census)
Graduate or Professional Degrees 9.9%
STEM Credentials 4,750 degrees conferred
in 2015-16 (15.5% of all degrees) A 31.6%
increase over 10 yrs.

K-12 Achievement Gaps
Poor and minority Nebraskans’ proficiency in
math, reading, science and writing falls well
below that of other students. For example, in
2016, only 59% of students qualified for free
or reduced-price lunch (FRL) were proficient
in math, compared to 73% of all students.
Only 56% of FRL students were proficient in
science compared with 72% of all students.
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A. INDUSTRY NEEDS
Nebraska industries benefit from a highly educated population, nation-leading worker productivity,
labor force participation, and college attendance rates. Almost 40% of Nebraska workers have an
associate’s degree or better. Nebraska’s population produced 128% of its predicted economic
activity.4 The state’s labor force participation rate is 69.3%, which is among the five highest labor force
participation rates in the nation.5 The number of workers with multiple jobs ties for 5th highest in the
country and the state “consistently ranks among the states with the highest numbers of graduates
continuing their education beyond high school.”6

“In the short term,
Nebraska’s number one
impediment to growth is
currently not taxes nor
regulation, but qualified
workers.”

70% of graduating high school seniors have gone on to
attend certificate programs, community colleges, trade
school, and other two- and four-year degree programs.
The state should strive to maintain these impressive
educational and productivity levels. But Nebraska also must
adopt education reforms that produce more skilled blue
collar workers and cultivate and retain the highly skilled
and entrepreneurial workers required to build and attract
advanced industries.

• Blue-Collar Worker Shortages and Skills Gaps. Recent Nebraska Department of Labor
reports examining cities across the state demonstrate a greater demand for blue-collar than
white-collar jobs. Not only do Nebraska businesses demand more blue-collar workers, they
seek workers with more sophisticated skill sets, including the math and science skills modern
manufacturers and other industries require. One Nebraska business leader interviewed for
the report said, “[a]s we increase production, we are creating more jobs, but jobs of today
and tomorrow are different than yesterday. This is not your father’s manufacturing. Jobs of
today require more problem-solving abilities.” A state education leader said Nebraska needs
workers with the “ability to process information, critically think, and apply that information
and we need an intentional effort to develop these attributes.” Yet another said, “we need to
embrace the fact that Nebraska is a blue-collar state. Instead of covering it up, we need to
own it, embrace it, foster it, and nurture it.”
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Lincoln, Omaha and Greater Nebraska
The conclusions of the Nebraska Department of Labor’s July 2018 Workforce Trends
Report support these anecdotes. The report noted surpluses in white-collar occupations
in the Lincoln Metropolitan Area, but “deficits” in blue-collar and service occupations.
Similarly, the June 2018 Workforce Trends Report noted that in the Omaha area there is
“an annual deficit for all blue-collar occupations, but the deficit is especially pronounced
for transportation and material moving workers.” A more exhaustive Omaha-focused
study by the University of Nebraska Lincoln College of Business Administration said,
“aggregate annual flow of individuals into the workforce in the Omaha area is slightly
less than the projected annual needs of businesses due to net job growth and turnover
(i.e., exits from the workforce). These annual deficits of workers are found for select whitecollar occupations such as business and financial operations workers and computer and
mathematical workers, and are more widespread in skilled blue-collar occupations.”7
As in Nebraska’s two largest cities, the percentage of employers reporting difficulty
finding workers, including skilled workers, is high in the smaller cities: Hastings (77.1%),
Grand Island (73.7%), Kearney (79.2%), North Platte (77.4%) and Nebraska City 75.2%).8
A University of Nebraska at Lincoln researcher quoted in the Workforce Trends report
said, “skills gap recommendations were unique to each community but general themes
emerged from the studied areas…[and] most communities also seem to have shortages
of select types of white-collar workers, in particular computer programmers and
healthcare specialists.”9
• Cultivating and Retaining High-Skill Workers and Entrepreneurs. Even as Nebraska’s
existing industries struggle to find a sufficient number of skilled blue-collar workers, the
state does not have sufficient numbers of highly skilled and entrepreneurial workers
to start, attract and support advanced industry sectors at scale, such as employers that
strongly focus on research, development and science, technology and engineering
and math.10 The state is making progress in conferring more STEM degrees. In 2015-16,
Nebraska’s higher education institutions conferred 4,750 STEM degrees (15.5% of all
degrees).11 This figure represents a 31.6% increase over 10 years, but the state still trails
other nearby jurisdictions such as Colorado (17% of all degrees) and Wisconsin (16.2%
of all degrees). A government leader interviewed for the report said the state’s education
system has to build students’ abilities to enter STEM disciplines and augment the state’s
aspirations to cultivate local expertise. Another business leader referred to opportunities
associated with artificial intelligence that could affect the state’s current reliance on bluecollar jobs, saying, “in the new economy, we need to know how to stay ahead of artificial
intelligence. Artificial intelligence will take jobs but also provide greater opportunities.”
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This problem might be exacerbated, although the data is limited, by the out-migration of
college educated Nebraskans to more attractive positions in other places. The Nebraska
Postsecondary Coordinating Commission said there is, “...reason to be concerned about
the net migration of working age adults, particularly at the bachelor’s degree and above
level.”12 The University of Nebraska at Omaha Center for Public Affairs calculates that
Nebraska performs poorly, relative to most other states, regarding the net loss of people
age 25 or older with a bachelor’s degree or higher over the past five years.”13 A higher
education leader interviewed for the report said, “We need to begin comparing ourselves
internationally. If we are going to be an international player economically, we need to have
national and international benchmarks.”

Nebraska also lags nationally on some measures of innovation and entrepreneurship, such
as the rate of new entrepreneurs (36th nationally), startup density (45th nationally), venture
capital funding (41st nationally), and small business innovation research/technology transfer
(45th nationally).14 A business leader interviewed for this report said, “great companies create
great jobs. Ultimately, what our companies need is to focus on their management talent.
We are giving away taxes and land when we should be identifying the next generation of
entrepreneurs.” An education leader echoed that sentiment, saying, entrepreneurship needs
to be part of our strategy. We need to foster entrepreneurs early throughout the education
system, as well as also for adult learners, in order to foster innovation. County extension
offices warrant a closer look as a vehicle for delivering adult learning opportunities.
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Nebraska’s next generation education system needs to make deliberate connections between
these highly educated residents and the business relationships that might entice them to stay,
such as access to venture capital, engagement with senior leaders in advanced industry fields
and entrepreneurship training. One education leader said, “Nebraska’s education system has
already succeeded wildly in producing a world-class workforce, but that is not enough. K-12
and higher education need to look beyond the demands of current employers and consider
what the demands are going to be 20 years from now.”
• Preschool to Workforce Data Systems.
A recent Education Commission of the States
(ECS) workforce trends report shows that only
16 states and the District of Columbia have
comprehensive statewide preschool through
workforce data systems. ECS noted that
analyzing education data “alongside workforce
data allows [states] to identify needs and align
programs.”15 Nebraska is not among the 16
states because the state does not connect its
robust education data systems to its workforce
data system. Nebraska would benefit from
making this connection; it would enable the
state to more easily identify and predict labor
shortages and compare them with education
data to inform improvements to the educational
system, including better alignment with
Nebraska industry’s workforce needs.

“From an economic
perspective... the ability to
create exportable products and
services is critical. Advanced
manufacturing offers
tremendous opportunities.
High-growth industries like
technology, robotics, and
artificial intelligence are key
areas as well because of their
exportability.”
—Dan Shundoff, CEO &
President, Intellicom
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B. COMMUNITY NEEDS
Nebraska’s communities report some shared workforce needs, such as the demand for more
blue-collar workers. They also differ in other respects, including in the breadth and types of
educational opportunities they can offer to learners of all ages. Most Nebraska communities share
a need for more and better qualified educators, including school counselors who can inform
students’ course selection and career planning. Many areas lack sufficient access to high-quality
early childhood opportunities that can set the stage for later academic, life and workplace success
and help parents succeed at work. Greater access to high-capacity broadband would help regions
of Nebraska support the digital learning opportunities that can fill local gaps and offer students —
including adults seeking to update their skills — a wider array of coursework. Many of these problems
are hard to address in rural Nebraska communities, especially those that have experienced sustained
out-migration.16
• Access to Well Qualified Teachers and other
Support Professionals. Research shows that
“We have trouble finding
teachers matter more to student achievement
teachers in science,
than any other school-related factor.17 Nebraska
technology, and the career
schools — especially in smaller school districts
— sometimes lack the professional staffing they
fields due to the different
need to provide students with a wide array of
professional options
learning opportunities and related supports — such
available.”
as school counselors — that can boost academic
—Commissioner of Education,
outcomes and workforce readiness. In Nebraska’s
2017-2018 Teacher Vacancy Survey Report, school
Matt Blomstedt
districts reported 258 positions without fully
qualified personnel and 41 vacant ones. Of the 258
positions filled by staff not fully qualified for the role, 97 (38%) were in districts with fewer
than 500 students.18 The vacancy survey highlights 19 teacher endorsement shortage areas,
five of which have been so designated for each of the last 15 years: Language Arts, Science,
Special Education, Speech Language Pathology, and World Language. In addition to these,
the state has designated 11 others as shortage areas each of the last five years; Agricultural
Education, Art, Business Marketing and Information Technology, Early Childhood Education,
Family and Consumer Science, Health and/or Physical Education, Industrial Technology,
Math, School Counselor, School Library, and School Psychologist. This data does not
account for other needs, such as finding enough teachers with the proper credentials to
deliver early college opportunities so all Nebraska students may acquire college credit and
skills while still in high school.
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Interviews conducted for this report support this data. One former teacher and current
education leader noted that educator quality is sometimes uneven and said the state must
find people with a “unique talent to teach.” Too often, he added, schools continue to hold
on to teachers who aren’t successful. Citing the unique struggles of more rural communities,
the commenter said Nebraskans have to figure out how to provide a quality education in
areas where, because of depopulation, the traditional model of education doesn’t fit any
more. An early learning educator in Omaha asserted that no school district in the country
pays early childhood educators a living wage. Nearly half them live below the poverty level.
Nebraska needs to set realistic goals around the qualifications of early educators and pay
them accordingly.
• Access to High-Quality Early Learning and Childcare. Research shows that the first
eight years of life are absolutely critical to a child’s future, but Nebraska’s families lack
sufficient access to high-quality early learning and care. This age range represents an
unmatched period of rapid brain development during which children acquire language,
form relationships for the first time, build character, and develop cognitive skills.19 Nebraska
has one of the highest workforce participation rates in the country (69.3%) and needs more
high-quality childcare programs to serve the over 130,000 Nebraskans up to age 4. More
than 25,000 of these children live in poverty.20 Among Nebraska counties with childcare
facilities, 84% don’t have enough spaces to meet demand.21 Eleven counties in the state — all
rural — have no licensed childcare at all. The state is home to over 120,000 married working
mothers and 41,065 single mothers.22 Single and two-worker families need access to quality
childcare and early learning opportunities not only to enable them to work and provide
for their families. 4,204 Nebraska parents quit, did not take, or greatly changed their jobs
because of childcare problems in 2016.23
The state’s childcare quality levels are not sufficient and early childhood specialists are
among the state’s identified teacher shortage areas. Of center-based programs, only 2 of 292
programs are in the top level of Nebraska’s Quality Rating and Improvement System. Among
Family Childcare Home programs, only 5 of 88 programs rank at the top level of Nebraska’s
Quality Rating and Improvement Systems.24 Most people do not believe high-quality early
care and education is available or affordable for all families in the state. Nebraska’s annual
cost of childcare for young children (0-4) averages over $11,000 per child, and annual care
for school age children can exceed $3,000.25 According to the Buffett Institute, “Just 11% of
Nebraska residents strongly agree that high-quality early care and education is available to
every family in the state.”26 And “Only 15% of Nebraskans are very satisfied with the quality of
early care and education programs in the city or area where they live.”27
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Research shows that high-quality early learning profoundly affects brain development
and later life outcomes. Expanding access to high-quality early learning opportunities is
also an essential component to closing the state’s achievement gaps. A recent study by
Stanford professors Sean Reardon and Rebecca Hinze-Pifer showed that even the highest
performing school districts in the United States are only able to produce about six years
of student growth over a five-year period. This research indicates that students who arrive
on the first day of kindergarten significantly behind their peers will not be able to catch
up by graduation.28 Professor James Heckman, a Nobel laureate in economics from the
University of Chicago, says investing in quality early learning programs is the most efficient
way to affect school and life success and to reduce social expenditures later. His work also
suggests that early interventions for at-risk families “raise the quality of the workforce,
enhance the productivity of schools and reduce crime, teenage pregnancy, and welfare
dependency. They raise earnings and promote social attachment.”29
A Nebraska early learning leader interviewed for this report also noted the importance of
ensuring that children arrive ready for kindergarten and that quality early services focus on
families and build an “ecosystem around the kid.” This leader also noted a direct workforce
connection to early childhood education, saying a “growth mindset” can be cultivated
early and that programs can emphasize STEM at every level, always building on what
came before. Likewise, a business leader interviewed for the report said early childhood
is another area of need; Nebraskans must expect schools to take on more responsibility
for the youngest students’ development. “Going back to the soft skills side, with family
breaking down,” she said, “perhaps this is an issue that schools need to address because of
its fundamental importance.” A nonprofit leader added that the state needs to recognize the
impact of early learning on economic vitality in urban and rural settings.
• Adjusting to Rural Population Loss. Since 2010, population declines in 63 rural Nebraska
counties included talented local students who move to major population centers within
or beyond the state.30 As a result, Nebraska’s three largest counties now represent 55%
of the state’s population.31 This rural population decline makes education delivery harder
in school systems that lack the minimum student base they need to offer a wide array of
classes and other opportunities, including career readiness coursework. As result, Nebraska
requires new strategies to serve students of all ages in its rural towns, especially the most
geographically isolated communities that are less able to pool students and resources.
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Digital learning offers one solution for rural communities working to expand access to
coursework and career training, but in some cases broadband infrastructure gaps pose
challenges for virtual learning. The Federal Communications Commission reports that nearly
40% of rural Americans, including 209,000 Nebraskans, lack access to broadband capable
of 25 Mbps downloads and 3 Mbps uploads.32 A 2017 report by the National Center for
Education Statistics concluded that nationally, the “percentage of students with either no
internet access or only dial-up access at home was higher for those living in remote rural
areas (18%) than for those living in all other detailed locale types, with the percentages
ranging from 7% in large suburbs to 16% in distant rural areas.”33 This broadband
“homework” gap harms rural students’ abilities to engage in learning outside the classroom.
Expanding the state’s elementary, secondary and higher education digital learning
initiatives may represent one pathway for delivering rich educational opportunities to rural
parts of the state, but Nebraska must commit to expanding high-capacity broadband —
including in students’ homes — to become as widely available as electrical power.

“The fact that some students
lack technology access at
home is a major problem.
Technology use at an early
age diminishes the fear
of technology and creates
confidence in using the tools.”
—Shonna Dorsey, Founder of
Interface Web School
Greater school system engagement with local businesses — rural and urban — is also needed
to equip students with the skills they need and helping them better understand the career
opportunities that are available. A business leader interviewed for the report noted that for
small rural communities, incentive programs often improve matters only until the incentive
runs out. They are built on a philosophy of making people stay, as opposed to creating
opportunities that make them want to stay. He added that when similar businesses work
together to attract students, those students end up staying in Nebraska and driving the
manufacturing pillar of the economy. Another business leader said counterparts focused
on helping young people spend a lot of energy making sure that kids get experiences, but
too often leave out the world of work. Career exploration is one thing, but a whole aspect
of learning is having an internship or part-time job. These experiences help students and
families better understand local industries and their workforce needs.
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C. STUDENT NEEDS
Even as Nebraska leaders work to address industry and community needs related to the state’s
long-term workforce goals, decision makers must not lose sight of the state’s student-level needs.
Strengthening the state’s workforce will require the education system — with the strong support
of other committed stakeholders — to close academic achievement gaps and reduce remediation
rates that are leaving too many Nebraskans behind. Students also need greater access to more
flexible pathways through the education system, and earlier and better connections and exposure
to businesses of all stripes. In addition, adult learners need much more universal access to targeted,
low-cost, and flexible opportunities to update their skills and promote entrepreneurship, and the state
must begin diversifying its economy to better accommodate the population’s high education levels.
• Achievement Gaps and Remediation Rates. Nebraska’s elementary and secondary
education system continues to produce uneven outcomes, especially for poor and minority
students. Overall math proficiency for all grades tested is 73%, but it is significantly lower
for American Indian (42%), Black/African American (46%), Hispanic (58%), and low-income
(59%) Nebraskans.34 Similar achievement gaps exist for these student in reading, writing,
and science proficiency. These gaps leave a significant number of individuals without the
knowledge and skills they need to succeed in the workforce. Lower statewide employment
rates for less educated Nebraskans reflect this problem. Those with less than a high school
diploma have an unemployment rate (6.7%) almost four points higher than the aggregate
rate. Throughout the country, individuals with a high school diploma or less continue to lose
jobs at every wage tier.35

“We have a transition problem
between high school and
higher education. Having
to bolster students’ basic
academic skills when they
arrive for higher education
takes resources from
community colleges.“
—Greg Adams, Executive Director,
Nebraska Community College
Association
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In addition, many Nebraska students entering
the state’s six community college systems require
remedial classes that do not count toward
their degrees because they cover material they
should have learned in high school. The average
percentage of Nebraska community college
students who require some form of remediation,
what state education officials call “developmental
education” — is 38.6%.36 We were unable to
acquire specific developmental education data
about other types of Nebraska higher education
institutions. But interviews for this report, and
national studies, suggest that non-community
college students also lose time and money
covering material they should have mastered
before arriving on campus. Research shows

that 40% to 60% of first-year college students throughout the country need remediation
in English, math, or both. One national group estimates that the percentage of first-time
Nebraska students enrolled in remediation as a share of total estimated or actual enrollment
is 34%.37
Remedial classes increase the time it takes for Nebraska students to earn degrees, and
decrease the likelihood they will complete college. These high school graduates who are
underprepared for college level coursework are forced to invest more personal money —
often in the form of additional student loans — and more time to cover material they should
have been equipped with in high school. The Center for American Progress, using National
Center for Educational Statistics data, estimates that Nebraska families pay $6,943,000 outof-pocket every year for remedial education costs.38

“We have a good K-12 system, but Nebraska’s college continuation rate is
falling below other states’. More kids are going to college than ever before,
and colleges are not always providing the support for first-generation and
low-income students to succeed. Colleges must do a better job of meeting
their students where they are academically.“
—Dr. Michael Baumgartner, Executive Director, Nebraska’s Coordinating
Commission for Postsecondary Education
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• More Flexible Pathways to Graduation and Well-Paying Work. Nebraska’s students
need more flexible and personalized pathways through the education system to access
higher education and entry into well-paying jobs on a timeline consistent with their ability to
acquire the knowledge and skills required for graduation and their later success. Students
would also benefit from more universal access to high school classes that convey higher
education credit aligned to workforce needs. Older and adult students would benefit from
more seamless credit transfers between the state’s institutions of higher education.
Competency-Based Learning
Nebraska students need opportunities to advance upon demonstrated mastery through
a competency-based system.39 Nebraska lacks a competency-based model. The current
system’s age-based grade levels, seat time requirements, and factory-style bell schedules
impede a transition to this approach. Achieving this more dynamic vision of learning
would require major revisions to the state’s dated accreditation requirements (“Rule 10”).40
The Nebraska Department of Education is beginning to examine a competency-based
approach, but the agency will need the strong support of other state leaders, businesses,
parents, and other stakeholders. This work must include new sophisticated assessment
systems that are meaningful to students and educators in providing real-time feedback on
a student’s progress toward mastery of learning goals.41

“In a competency-based system,
students need multiple, high-quality
pathways to high school graduation,
higher education and the workforce.”
—Susan Patrick, President & CEO of
the International Association for K-12
Online Learning (iNACOL)

“There is not sufficient emphasis on
competency-based education and
credentialing.”
—Dr. Hank Robinson, Director of
Office of Institutional Effectiveness,
University of Nebraska Omaha
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Early College High School
Not all Nebraska students have sufficient access to an array of high school classes that
convey postsecondary credit, such as dual enrollment, concurrent enrollment, and early
college high school models. According to the Nebraska Department of Education, 7,443
public high school students enrolled in courses eligible for dual-credit during the 2014-15
school year. Well designed dual and concurrent enrollment initiatives can increase career
readiness and success; create a more efficient grade 9-16 education system; and align
postsecondary credentials with labor market needs.42 The state has undertaken promising
efforts to promote dual credit-opportunities, but such options are not universally
available. They lack a statewide organizational and quality structure, and credit transfer
between high school programs and higher education institutions (in-state and out-ofstate) is not sufficiently seamless. Furthermore, dual-credit opportunities are not always
available to lower performing students, even though research shows students who earn
dual credit are twice as likely to go on to college than their peers who did not earn dual
credit.43
The state also has related class credit transfer problems between institutions of higher
education in the state. That can hinder seamless student movement between institutions
and programs that are beneficial to them. Both problems present unnecessary hurdles
for students. One higher education leader interviewed for the report said about 14,000
students per year take classes that transfer to other institutions or degrees, but credit
transfer is a problem between parts of the higher education system.
In addition to helping students move more quickly and efficiently through the educational
process into the workforce, a competency-based learning approach and dual-credit
initiatives might also help students avoid at least some later debt. Seven in 10 Nebraska
seniors (69%) who graduated from public and nonprofit colleges in 2014 had student loan
debt, with an average of $28,950 per borrower. Over the last decade — from 2004 to 2014
— the share of graduates with debt rose modestly (from 65% to 69%) while average debt at
graduation rose at more than twice the rate of inflation. Average debt in Nebraska is $26,278
(26th nationally). Proportion of students with debt is 63% (19th nationally). Nationally,
about two in three (65%) college seniors who graduated from public and private nonprofit
colleges in 2017 had student loan debt. These borrowers owed an average of $28,650, 1%
higher than the 2016 average.44 Heavy debt loads limit student career choices and preclude
entrepreneurship. These problems may be exacerbated by the misalignment between
Nebraska’s primary industry needs and the state’s high aggregate education levels.
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• Adult Learning. Nebraska needs more adult learning opportunities designed to equip
workers with the skills industry demands. This includes developing strategic goals and
standardizing expected outcomes for adult programs consistent with industry needs.
The state needs work-based learning opportunities for students and high-need adult job
seekers. The Nebraska Department of Labor’s July 2018 Workforce Trends report said “[a]
rising share of workers are concerned that they do not have adequate training to find better
employment...”45

“Education community and businesses needs to do a better job of
understanding the different needs of adult learners. Statewide we need to
improve and standardize adult education expectations.”
—Randy Schmailzl, President, Metropolitan Community College
“Nebraska’s existing workforce is fertile ground for talent that could fill
new jobs in our economy. When members of our existing workforce
were in their training or education system many of the jobs of our current
economy did not exist. Our existing workforce, with a little extra training,
can be as proficient as a recent graduate. Can your training and education
providers help develop new talents in our existing workforce? All of our
higher education entities are equipped to provide some piece of the lifelong
learning bandwidth — not as an activity during retirement, but while an
individual is still participating in the economy.”
—Cathy Lang, State Director, Nebraska Business Development Center
•Internships and other Experiential Learning. Nebraska students lack systemic
opportunities to apply what they are learning, earlier in their education. The state lacks
comprehensive connections between state industries and the education system. This
challenge appears to be driven by a lack of clarity about how such integration and long
term partnerships might function. Nebraska businesses leaders interviewed for the report
express strong interest in these connections with the education system, but do not have
specific recommendations about the form such partnerships might take. Conversely, some
education leaders appear to be wary of overemphasizing the career readiness focus of
their schools’ missions. There does, however, seem to be agreement between the two
communities about the value of building greater connections. A business leader interviewed
for the report said students must be exposed to career opportunities sooner. Companies
can benefit greatly from finding ways to connect earlier with students.
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“We need better preparation in elementary schools, junior high, and senior
high. We need a plan that gets students thinking about work and how to
apply what they are learning.”
—Randy Schmailzl, President, Metropolitan Community College

“Greater engagement with employment is needed in the talent development
system. We spend a lot of energy to give our kids experiences in sports, art
and music (which are wonderful skill developers) but too often leave out
experiences in the world of work. Career exploration is one thing; but we
need internships, part-time jobs, and more.”
—Cathy Lang, State Director, Nebraska Business Development Center
• Underemployment. Nebraska’s economy benefits greatly from the state’s many educated
workers, but educated individuals are not well-served by the misalignment between their
educational attainment levels and the most common types of jobs available in the state.
Accelerate Nebraska’s Nebraska Now report shows that while almost 40% of Nebraska
workers have an associate’s degree or better, only 20% of Nebraska’s jobs require those
levels of education.46 Highly skilled graduates may not achieve their earning potential if they
stay in positions below their education level and may leave the state for better employment.
Nebraska Department of Labor data for the First Quarter of 2016 about workers who left
the state, shows that “[w]orkers with some college or an associate’s degree made up 28%
of net losses and workers with a bachelor’s or advanced degree accounted for 29%.”47
One higher education leader interviewed for the report said the workforce is here; the
work they are capable of doing is not. The education system is exceeding the needs of the
current Nebraska labor market because most jobs don’t require postsecondary education
or experience. Nebraska industry leaders must work to address this problem and the
education system should seek strategies for equipping students with the entrepreneurial
skills needed to start new businesses, so that the state’s economic diversification strategy is
not solely dependent on attracting new business types to the state.

The State of Education in Nebraska | 21

Connecting
Education +
Careers +
Communities
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3. EDUCATION SYSTEMS
ANALYSIS AND OVERVIEW
Like many states, the education system in Nebraska is best understood
as three separate, significantly overlapping, components: (1) early
learning and childcare; (2) elementary and secondary education; and
(3) higher and adult education. Each, with varying degrees, features a
diverse combination of subsystems, delivery models, and governance
structures. Each also has strengths and weaknesses in terms of program
quality. This diffuse model has promoted some important outcomes
— such as producing positive overall high school graduation and
postsecondary access rates. At the same time, each has contributed to
uneven educational experiences for poor and minority Nebraskans, high
postsecondary remediation rates, and some misalignment between the
population’s educational attainment and industry’s workforce needs.
Policymakers, elected officials, nonprofit and business leaders have noticed these
challenges, especially when they involve the state’s persistent achievement gaps.
Nebraska has adopted college- and career-ready standards, put in place new elementary
and secondary accountability requirements, and crafted better turnaround strategies for
its lowest performing schools.48 In recent years, state and local community leaders have
also recognized the importance of better aligning student pathways within, and across,
the three education systems around a common educational goal consistent with students’
needs, community requirements, and industry’s long-term workforce expectations. The
recent long-term planning discussions of the State Board of Education, the Coordinating
Commission for Postsecondary Education, and other state and local stakeholders reflect
this new understanding. But this work toward realignment has not yet resulted in a single
coherent vision and strategy to meet the needs of the state’s students, communities,
and businesses.49
Progress toward a more effective and coherent statewide educational system — one that
would align the three systems around shared goals and along a logical continuum of
learning designed to equip students with the knowledge and skills they need — must begin
by developing a stronger shared understanding of the present educational landscape
and the state’s evolving student populations and their families. With that goal in mind, this
section focuses on the three systems and the students they serve.
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A. N
 EBRASKA EARLY
LEARNING AND CARE
QUICK FACTS
118,092 Nebraska children from birth to age four are in some form of childcare.

CHILDCARE50

$9,157: Annual cost of center-based childcare.
$7,194: Annual cost of home-based childcare.
(Compared to public college tuition of $8,265)
716 Center-Based Child Care Programs serve 61,000 children (52% of all children in childcare).
292 CB programs participate in the states’ quality rating improvement systems.
2,098 Family Child Care (FCC) Homes serve 22,000 children (19% of all children in childcare).
88 FFC programs participate in the state’s quality rating improvement system).
3,304 School-Aged Care Programs serve 30,000 children (29% of all children in childcare).
Number of programs in state quality rating improvement system is unavailable.
84% of counties in Nebraska with childcare facilities do not have enough available slots to meet
the current demand.

SCHOOL DISTRICT
PRESCHOOL
PROGRAMS51

18,558 children are being served in school district operated prekindergarten programs.
(14% of children birth to age 5 based on 2016 U.S. Census data)
86% of Nebraska school districts provide prekindergarten programs for children birth to age
five. This includes 4 Educational Service Units that provide services for 7 districts.
Prekindergarten programs in school districts include center-based, home-based, and/
or special education services for children on Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) or
Individualized Family Service Plans (IFSPs) from birth to five.

EARLY LEARNING
AND CARE
WORKFORCE

$18,706 to $41,000 is the median salary for childcare professionals in Nebraska, less than
half that of K-12 teachers, and in fact well below the federal poverty line for a family of four.
$23,268 is the median salary for Early Head Start teachers with an Infant/Toddler Child
Development associate’s degree.
33.2% is the collective teacher turnover rate for Head Start and Early Head Start programs
in 2016-17.
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Early Learning and Care Vision and Governance
One of the strengths of Nebraska’s early learning and care system has been the number of
communities focused on building stronger support systems for families with young children. Many
community programs, centers, and homecare providers with different purposes, designs, and
oversight offer these services. This approach — as in other states — results in uneven service quality
and availability. Ensuring that all Nebraska families have access to high-quality early learning and
care programs is essential to achieving the state’s workforce readiness goals.
Unlike elementary and secondary education, the nation’s early learning and care programs typically
lack unified state-level governance. This context is beginning to change as states adopt more
rigorous statewide quality standards and seek greater coordination of the many independent
funding streams that benefit young children. Nebraska’s Department of Education (NDE) and
Department of Health and Human Services (NHHS) work in partnership to administer state and
federal programs and policies that impact the state’s early learning and care programs, including
through formal state entities designed to promote interagency, state and local collaboration. This
section provides a high-level description of state agencies’ early learning and care responsibilities.
It also highlights examples of key local programs and initiatives that focus on the delivery of the
high-quality early childhood services Nebraska needs to promote kindergarten readiness and later
academic and workforce success.
Department of Education
The Nebraska Department of Education’s official early learning vision is to ensure that “all young
Nebraska children are secure, healthy, and successful.” Its Office of Early Childhood “provides
leadership, guidance and support to: develop high-quality environments for young children;
promote equitable access to inclusive programs and services for all children from birth through age
eight; facilitate state and community partnerships that address the needs of young children and their
families; and, provide professional development, technical assistance and resources for personnel in
early childhood care and education settings.”52
The office’s specific early learning responsibilities and work includes:
• Promoting overall early learning and care quality, including working in collaboration
with the Department of Health and Human Services to oversee the state’s system for rating
provider quality and supporting provider improvement, Step Up to Quality (described in
further detail later in this section);
• Overseeing the state’s preschool program, which serves 13,000 3- and 4-year-olds. The
preschool program is noteworthy for its balance between 3- and 4-year-olds, in keeping
with the state’s recognition that serving children earlier offers the best strategy for success.
• Delivering integrated professional development through the state’s Early Childhood
Training Center, which “disseminates an extensive print and media collection of early
childhood resources, maintains a comprehensive training calendar, and manages a broad
array of training opportunities for early childhood personnel and families...”
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• Overseeing schools’ use of federal early learning resources provided by Part B- Section
619 of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which provides support for 3and 4-year-olds with identified disabilities (often a developmental delay) and IDEA Part C,
which provides early intervention services for children identified with disabilities from birth
to age 2. This work is carried out in collaboration with NDE’s special education office and
relevant divisions of the state Department of Health and Human Services.
• Administering the Nebraska Early Childhood Professional Record System. In response
to the Step Up to Quality Child Care Act of 2013, NDE established a data system that
“collects and stores important data about early childhood programs across Nebraska,
including: (1) participation in Step Up to Quality, including observation data and other
important data; (2) participation in required licensing trainings; and (3) program staff
records and qualifications
• Supporting early learning collaboration through the state’s Head Start State Collaboration
Office and the Early Childhood Interagency Coordinating Council.
Nebraska Early Childhood Interagency Coordinating Council
Nebraska’s Early Childhood Interagency Coordinating Council (Coordinating Council), supported
by NDE’s Office of Early Childhood, advises and assists state agencies responsible for administering
federal and state early childhood care and education initiatives under state supervision.53 This includes
the federal Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act and Head Start Act and Nebraska’s Early
Intervention Act and Quality Child Care Act. The Coordinating Council also serves as the State Advisory
Council on Early Childhood Education and Care.54 The Governor appoints council members from
various rural and urban areas, based on state and federal criteria. Members serve three-year terms
and may not serve more than two consecutive terms. Reappointment is at the governor’s discretion.
Head Start State Collaboration Office
The Head Start State Collaboration Office, operated within NDE, administers the state’s Head Start
program, which serves more than 4,000 3- and 4-year-olds through the federally-funded Head Start
program. State and federal law encourage collaboration among school districts and other early
education and care programs; in fact, in 2016-2017, Nebraska Head Start served 6,503 children in
16 Early Head Start and 19 Head Start Programs.55 Importantly, the percentage of infants and
toddlers served by Early Head Start is higher in Nebraska (4%) than nationally (2%).56
Early Learning and Care Quality Standards: Step up to Quality
Nebraska’s quality rating improvement system, Step Up to Quality, is a joint effort between the
NDE and NHS. From the perspective of improving educational and other life outcomes — including
workforce readiness — it is essential to deliver high-quality services to young children. Well-designed
and effective early learning and care programs help young children develop social and emotional
skills that will enable their success throughout and beyond their school years. Step up to Quality’s
primary goal is to increase positive outcomes for young children through informing parents about
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quality early care and education programs in understandable and measurable ways measured as
steps one through five. These steps aim to improve teacher and director effectiveness through
training and professional development, formal education, and coaching. They also emphasize
strengthening the understanding and use of standards, assessment processes, and using data to
improve quality.57 Step Up to Quality is voluntary for most childcare and early childhood education
programs. However, programs who receive more than $250,000 annually in childcare subsidy
dollars are required to participate.
School Readiness Tax Credit Act and Step Up to Quality
In 2016, Nebraska established two tax credits, one for early learning and care providers and one
for educators, designed to increase access to high-quality early care and education programs. The
first tax credit provides early learning and care professionals who have attained specified minimum
qualifications and who are employed in early childhood education programs participating in Step
Up to Quality. The credit ranges from $500 to $1,500 depending on the educator’s qualifications.
The second tax credit benefits early childhood education programs that participate in Step Up
to Quality and maintain a certain baseline quality rating. The program credit is determined by a
program’s quality rating and the number of children served who receive childcare subsidies. It
ranges from $250 per eligible child at step three to $750 per eligible child at step five.58 The tax
credits first took effect for tax year 2017 and the program resulted in a much smaller benefit to
taxpayers than the legislature had expected. Improvements to the statutory language may be
required for the programs to meet their full potential to improve childcare quality.
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Department of Health and Human Services
Early learning and care programs are administered by several divisions within the Nebraska
Department of Health and Human Services including the Division of Children & Family Services,
Division of Public Health, and the Division of Developmental Disabilities. This section summarizes the
agency’s primary early learning and care responsibilities and the divisions responsible for them. The
paper does not address the agency’s related delivery of child nutrition, health and other programs.
Child Care Subsidy Program59
The Division of Children & Family Services (DCFS) administers Nebraska’s Child Care Subsidy
Program60 that helps qualified low-income families afford care for children 12 and younger (up to age
19 for children with special needs). Parents must meet certain income, work, education, and health
characteristics to qualify. Families eligible for the Child Care Subsidy program may pick a provider of
their choice, but DHHS will only pay for childcare by providers it approves. The subsidy is provided
through a combination of federal (Child Care Development Fund and Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families) investments and state general funds.61 Programs receiving childcare subsidies may
earn higher rates by advancing in the state’s Step Up to Quality rankings.62 DCFS collaborates with
all four federally recognized Nebraska Tribes receiving Child Care and Development Funds (Omaha
Tribe of Nebraska, Ponca Tribe of Nebraska, Santee Sioux Nation, and Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska).
Child Care Quality Grants
DCFS also administers the Child Care Grants funded by the federal Child Care and Development
Block Grant (CCDBG). The federal government specifically designates these funds to improve the
quality of childcare, provide quality programs for low-income children, and to increase the availability
of early childhood development programs, before- and after- school programs. As the federal grant
programs require, Nebraska targets training based on a statewide needs assessment. Current areas
of focus include competencies required for state licensure, as well as social emotional development,
trauma informed care, training on common classroom assessment tools and training specific to the
childcare program type (e.g., home visiting, infant/toddler, etc.).
Maternal Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting
The Division of Public Health (DPH) administers
Nebraska’s Maternal Infant and Early Childhood Home
Visiting (N-MIECHV) program, which provides support
to expecting mothers and families of children from
birth to age five. This evidence-based, locally driven
program uses a robust community planning process.
DPH notes that the program “supports eligible pregnant
women and families and helps overburdened parents
of children from birth to kindergarten entry tap into the
resources and hone the skills they need to raise children
who are physically, socially and emotionally healthy and
ready to learn.” DPH also says, “If a local community
decides to move forward with an evidence-based home
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visiting program, N-MIECHV provides programmatic and data systems technical support, communitystate liaisons and professional development opportunities to support the work, in addition to
funding implementation projects as resources permit.”
State and federal money support this home visiting program. State funding has been provided for
home visiting since 2008. In 2010, the federal government began providing support to states which
use a needs assessment evaluating six lifespan determinants of health: Maternal and Newborn
Health; Child Maltreatment, Child Injury and Emergency Room visits; School Readiness and
Achievement; Domestic Violence; Family Economic Self-Sufficiency; and Coordination of Referrals
and Resources. Nebraska’s program conducted the Statewide Needs Assessment and identified 17
“Priority” counties (Home Visiting- Level 1 County Results): Box Butte, Boyd, Buffalo, Colfax, Dakota,
Dawson, Douglas, Gage, Hall, Jefferson, Lancaster, Lincoln, Morrill, Nemaha, Richardson, Scotts Bluff
and Thurston.63
Child Care Licensing
The Division of Public Health is also responsible for licensing any program in the state that provides
care to four or more children from different families. There are five license types: Family Child Care
Home I, Family Child Care Home II, Child Care Center, Preschool, and School-Age-Only Center.64
Step Up to Quality recognizes the childcare licensing system and established consequences for
licensing shortcomings and failures.65
Early Intervention Services for Infants and Toddlers with Disabilities
Among other responsibilities, the Division of Developmental Disabilities determines the eligibility
of Nebraska children for developmental disabilities services, providing service coordination for
eligible individuals, and monitoring and paying developmental disabilities providers. This focus
includes working with the Nebraska Department of Education’s Office of Early Childhood and Office
of Special Education to support implementation of IDEA Part C, which provides early intervention
services for children identified with disabilities from birth to age 2.66 Two percent of the state’s
benefit from Part C services.67 Nebraska refers to its Part C system as the Early Development Network.
The state’s Early Intervention Act designates the two agencies as responsible for the planning,
implementation, and administration of the federal Early Intervention Services System and the
Nebraska Early Intervention Act. The system uses Planning Region Teams, made up of local schools,
health and human service agencies, community agencies, Head Start, families, and others who
provide early intervention services, to support the program’s implementation.68
School Finance Formula and Preschool
Nebraska’s school finance formula includes specific support for preschool programs serving the
state’s 4-year-olds.69 The formula, which state and local leaders refer to as TEEOSA (Tax Equity and
Educational Opportunities Support Act), accounts for approximately 22% of the total operating costs
of Nebraska’s early childhood programs. Other early childhood program costs were paid through
Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (34%), local sources (30%), and other state
and federal funding (14%).70
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Other Notable Nebraska Early Learning and Care Resources:
• Sixpence. The Nebraska Early Childhood Education Endowment Fund, known as Sixpence,
is one of Nebraska’s signature early learning and care programs. The state adopted a
constitutional amendment in 2006 and provided $40 million for the endowment from
the School Lands Fund, which was then matched by $20 million in private funding.71
Sixpence promotes high-quality early care and education for infants and toddlers through
and endowment created by state agencies and private philanthropy. Sixpence supports
statewide and community-level collaboration, with an emphasis on school district
leadership at the local level. It provides grants to support family engagement, home
visiting center based early care and education, and partnerships between schools and
licensed childcare programs. Awards, generated by the endowment’s earnings, are made
by governor-appointed trustees to “community-based early learning partnerships through
a competitive grant process. The grant process is managed by Nebraska Children and
Families Foundation, which also provides specialized guidance to ensure program quality.”72
Under the Sixpence model, local communities match state funds, which are in turn matched
by private funds through a $60 million endowment.73
• Nebraska Children and Family Foundation. In addition to coordinating the Sixpence grant
process, the Nebraska Children and Family Foundation works with community councils
around the state to help them make early childhood services an integral part of their
work. These projects include a focus on infants and toddlers, and on coordinating services
across providers and systems. All of the foundation’s “work within communities aligns
with these principles. Each of our initiatives is part of a larger Prevention Portfolio, and is
designed to strengthen children and families, keeping them out of the welfare and criminal
justice systems from cradle to career. And our approach encompasses all the resources
a community has to offer, helping to ensure community ownership of the process and
outcomes. The end goal is to prepare all of Nebraska’s children for success in school and as
contributing citizens of our state.”74
• Educare. Another way in which Nebraska is a national leader is in Educare schools, part
of a national network driven by partnerships between philanthropies, local school districts,
parents and other stakeholders. These provide high-quality early childhood education and
comprehensive services to low-income children on a full-day, full-year schedule, utilizing
private support to leverage public funding. Only one other state has as many Educare schools
as Nebraska (two in Omaha and one in Lincoln), and the state has the nation’s only Educare
school on tribal lands (Winnebago Indian Reservation). Educare schools serve children from
birth to age five and are national leaders in high-quality infant and toddler education.75
• Buffett Early Childhood Institute. The University of Nebraska’s Buffett Early Childhood
Institute works to “transform early childhood development — especially for children at
risk — by leveraging the resources of the four campuses of the University of Nebraska and
applying the best of what is known about the science and benefits of early childhood
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intervention. The Institute is intended to focus on applied research, professional preparation
for early childhood educators and providers, public policy, and outreach to all corners of
the state — and beyond.”76 Among the institute’s projects is the Nebraska Early Childhood
Workforce Commission. “The Nebraska Early Childhood Workforce Commission is a group
of approximately 40 public- and private-sector leaders working to develop a comprehensive
plan for expanding and strengthening the state’s early childhood workforce.”77
A Sample of Local Early Childhood Initiatives in Nebraska:
• Prosper Lincoln is the state capital’s comprehensive community agenda; after an extensive
stakeholder engagement process it chose Early Childhood as one of three key priority
areas, along with Employment Skills and Innovation & Entrepreneurship. This initiative has
three goals: (1) increase cross-sector initiatives to advocate for and improve early childhood
development; (2) increase community awareness about what quality early childhood
development is and looks like; and (3) increase resources to enrich early child development
at home, in care settings and in the community.78
• Valley Child Development Center. With only one licensed provider, Red Cloud families
faced a shortage of quality childcare opportunities. This shortage harmed families and
created challenges for local businesses. According to Dividends Nebraska, “[t]wo of the
larger employers in the area are a feedlot and the nursing home, and both have employees
working shifts that are not always in line with typical daytime childcare hours.”79 Red Cloud
leaders addressed the problem by starting a community wide discussion that lead to
creating the Valley Child Development Center to offer high-quality childcare to Red Cloud
and other nearby children.80
• Learning Community. The Learning Community of Douglas and Sarpy Counties works
“with children and families to challenge the opportunity gap through early childhood
education, family engagement and educational preparation programs. Valued partners
come from public education, higher education, non-profit organizations and the
philanthropic community. Our investments look to the future, focused on creating stronger
communities and a better future for everyone.”81 Increasing access to high-quality early
childhood education is a core focus on the learning community. The Learning Community is
working to support high-quality, “intensive” early learning services for children and families
from six elementary schools in partnership with Omaha Public Schools and Omaha Public
Library. Teachers on the Learning Community’s Intensive Early Childhood Education team
work daily with coaches to improve student outcomes. The program reports that “students
in the Intensive Early Childhood preschool classrooms made significant gains in school
readiness skills across the last two years…[and]...Intensive Early Childhood preschool
teachers demonstrated scores at or above the top 10% of all Head Start programs
nationally.”82 The program also resulted in improved parent outcomes.83
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B. NEBRASKA ELEMENTARY
AND SECONDARY EDUCATION
QUICK FACTS

EDUCATION
GOVERNANCE
HIGHLIGHTS84

The Elected State Board of Education’s powers and duties are prescribed by the legislature.
The state board is the policy-forming, planning, and evaluative body for the state school
program. The state board appoints the Commissioner of Education.
The Commissioner of Education is responsible for promoting the efficiency, welfare, and
improvement in the school system; recommending to the state board such policies; and for
promoting educational improvement.
The Unicameral provides for the free instruction in the common schools of this state of all
persons between the ages of five and 21 years. The legislature may provide for the education
of other persons in educational institutions owned and controlled by the state or a political
subdivision thereof. The legislature also prescribes the powers and duties of the state board.
The Governor holds supreme executive power and shall take care that the laws be faithfully
executed and the affairs of the state efficiently and economically administered.

ACCOUNTABILITY
AND
ACHIEVEMENT
GAPS

2015 Nebraska Accountability System Designations (number of schools)
Excellent: 147
Great: 473
Good: 423
Needs Improvement: 87
2014-15 Reading Proficiency On average, 79% of students in Nebraska were proficient, yet:
• only 50% of students with disabilities were proficient.
• only 68% of economically disadvantaged students were proficient.
2014-15 Math Proficiency On average, 72% of the state’s students were proficient, yet:
• only 43% of African American students were proficient.
• only 57% of Latino students in Nebraska met the same benchmark.
Graduation rates also reveal significant gaps among groups of students. While on average
Nebraska students graduate in four years at a rate of 89%, almost half of English Learners and
only three in four Native American students graduate on time.
72% of Nebraska students in grades 7-12 participate in career and technical education.

CAREER AND
TECHNICAL
EDUCATION (CTE)85

49% of Nebraska’s seniors are CTE Concentrators. (A Concentrator at the secondary level is
a student in grades 9-12 who has earned credit in 3 or more semester-long courses within a
single career cluster.)
99% of CTE Concentrators graduated. The Nebraska cohort graduation rate for the 2015
cohort was 89%.
The ethnicities of Career Education students nearly reflect the state’s overall ethnic makeup
and the gender gap has narrowed.
91.81% of CTE Concentrators passed technical skill assessments aligned with industryrecognized standards.
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Introduction
Nebraska’s elementary and secondary education system produces admirable overall outcomes,
boasting high graduation (89.1%)86 , low dropout (1.26%)87, and high postsecondary attendance
(71%) rates.88 The system must do more, however, to close achievement gaps for poor and minority
students, reduce the need for postsecondary remediation, and provide students with the skills
they need to succeed after graduation, including in the workforce. This section provides a high
level description of the state’s elementary and secondary education system, including highlighting
promising community-level initiatives focused on improving students’ workforce readiness.
Nebraska School Districts, Schools, Service
Agencies, and Students
Nebraska’s constitution provides “for the free
instruction in the common schools of this state of
all persons between the ages of five and twentyone years” under the “general supervision and
administration” of the Nebraska Department
of Education (NDE). Schools, school districts,
and a network of regional service agencies are
responsible for achieving this constitutional
directive and for implementing Nebraska’s
education laws and policies. These local and
regional entities vary in size and scope and serve
range of learners and communities.

Schools and School Districts
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), a large majority of Nebraska’s
public elementary and secondary schools are classified as regular schools (1,009 out of 1,085 total).
There are also 25 special education schools and 51 alternative education schools.89 The state does
not have charter or magnet schools, but does offer an Enrollment Option Program that enables
students to attend a school in a school district in which the student does not reside subject to
limitations. More than 40% (454) of the state’s schools are Title I eligible, which means they serve
high numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families. 345 Nebraska schools are
classified as Title I Schoolwide Programs, which generally means 40% or more of its students are
living in poverty. The schools are affiliated with 283 school districts.
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Educational Service Agencies
Nebraska has 17 regional Educational Service Units (ESUs). ESUs serve member school
districts throughout the state and provide core services, and specialized services as
requested by the districts. Core services are “services that are provided by educational
service units to all member school districts and that are in the following service areas
in order of priority: Staff development, which shall include access to staff development
related to improving the achievement of students in poverty and students with diverse
backgrounds; Technology, including distance education services; and Instructional
materials services.” ESU’s operate eight preschool programs in the state. ESUs are
required to be accredited by the State Board and undergo a comprehensive evaluation
of programs and services at least once every five years. The Nebraska Educational Service
Unit Coordinating Council facilitates the work of the Educational Service Units to provide
cost-effective services for the students, teachers, and school districts in each ESU.90

Geography
Of the students attending the state’s 1,009 regular schools in 2015-2016, 38.8% attend city
schools (above the national average of 30.2%); 14.8% attend suburban schools
(far below the national average of 39.7%); 21% attend town schools (above the national
average of 11.3%); and 25.4% attend rural schools (above the national average of 18.7%).91

Students Economic, Racial and Ethnic Diversity
The elementary and secondary education system serves approximately 316,000
economically, racially and ethnically diverse students and their families. Among
Nebraska’s overall student body, 44.2% of students are eligible for the federal Free and
Reduced Price Lunch program; 32% of students are minorities, 14.7% of students have
identified disabilities, and 6.2% of students are English Learners.92

Omaha and Lincoln report that their
students speak more than 120 different
languages in the home. Some smaller
communities also educate a range of
English learners. For example, Lexington
serves students speaking more than
20 languages.
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Nebraska Elementary and Secondary Vision and Priorities
The Nebraska State Board of Education (State Board) and the Nebraska Department of Education
recently adopted a ten-year strategic plan that establishes an updated vision and priorities for the
state’s education system. The statewide plan, Nebraska Quality Education Systems for Today and
Tomorrow (NEQuESTT),“not only outlines the critical needs and strengths within the system, but also
reflects innovative approaches to ensure each Nebraskan has equitable access to opportunities and
are ready for success in postsecondary, career, and civic life….[It] guides the Board and the NDE to
address some of the most urgent priorities within Nebraska. With an intentional and comprehensive
focus on ensuring a reduction in educational inequities for the most vulnerable populations, this
strategic plan directs focus on student- or client-centered outcomes, high-quality opportunities,
and a strong system of support for every student, every day.” NEQuESTT includes a goal focused
on ensuring, by 2026, that all Nebraska elementary schools provide all students with a program for
career awareness, exploration, and preparation and that all Nebraska high school students, from any
given cohort year, will have earned a college degree, credential, or certificate within five years of
graduating from high school.93
Strong Foundations: Establishing College and Career Ready Expectations
NEQuESTT calls for all Nebraska students to be prepared for postsecondary education, career, and
civic life. This approach, consistent with most other states’ practices, includes directives for Nebraska
to use statewide college and career ready academic content and performance standards that
define the knowledge and skills students need for post-secondary success. It also calls for statewide
graduation requirements that define the specific curriculum a student must study, such as through a
prescribed course of study; academic disciplines to be mastered, or dispositions to be acquired.
Consistent with NEQuESTT, the Nebraska State Board adopted, and regularly updates, academic
content standards covering reading, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies (all of which
are required by state statute), plus fine arts, physical education, health education, and world
languages. Nebraska Career Readiness Standards, developed in conjunction with the National
Career Clusters Framework and adopted by the State Board in 2011, “describe varieties of expertise
that educators at all levels should seek to develop in their students” and “provide a valid source of
workplace expectations for all students to be career ready.”94
Respected national experts at Achieve have reviewed and validated the rigor of Nebraska’s
standards. Achieve is an independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit education reform organization. The
group has worked with states since 1996 to raise academic standards and graduation requirements,
improve assessments, and strengthen accountability. In the most recent of several annual reports
titled Closing the Expectations Gap, released in 2014, Achieve analyzed state efforts to develop
college and career readiness policy frameworks. At that time, Achieve reported that Nebraska had
adopted college- and career-ready standards; required schools to use content aligned with all state
standards; and verified course content and rigor through audits of course materials.95
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In November 2016, Achieve published How States Got Their Rates, Class of 2015, with information
on states’ graduation requirements for each diploma offered. Achieve found that Nebraska is one of
just seven states and the District of Columbia in which the state “sets the expectation that all students
will earn a diploma that includes [college and career ready] requirements in (English Language Arts
and mathematics.” 96 In these states, which Achieve labels “CCR mandatory” (referring to collegeand career-readiness requirements) in its report, “the graduation rate is the same as the percentage
of students who graduated having earned the CCR diploma option.”97 This marks a significant shift
from the days where a high school diploma often meant that a student had acquired basic levels
of knowledge and skills but not necessarily on par to enter into credit-bearing courses at a state
institution of higher education. Achieve’s report on the Class of 2015 further noted that in Nebraska,
as in Minnesota and West Virginia, the state’s mandatory college- and career-readiness requirements
were in effect for the first time. In all three, the graduation rate “remained stable, or increased, even
as the rigor of graduation requirements increased.”
Measuring and Supporting Student Progress
In addition to setting high learning expectations for all Nebraska students, the State Board
of Education and Department of Education have focused on equipping schools with high-quality
assessments to measure and inform student progress toward meeting the state’s academic content
and performance standards. For much of the last two decades, most states, including Nebraska,
have used statewide assessment as the primary measure of student proficiency of academic content
standards and, increasingly, mastery of the knowledge and skills needed for success in college,
career, and civic life. In recent years, the state education department has sought to improve its
student assessment system, spurred by growing demand for a shift from summative (generally
end-of-year or end-of-course) assessments to a more nuanced system that better supports
individual student learning throughout the school year. The results of its next generation
assessment efforts are promising.
The department’s new assessment system, called the Nebraska Student-Centered Assessment
System (NSCAS), measures student performance at multiple points throughout the year using a
variety of instruments, which serve multiple purposes:
• Formative Assessment. Nebraska provides districts two Northwest Evaluation Association
(NWEA) tools — TestWiz and the Navigate Item Bank — to teachers to create classroomlevel and district-wide assessments, administered throughout the school year to check for
student understanding during instruction so that teachers can adjust instruction as needed
to support student learning.
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• Interim Assessments. Nebraska administers NWEA’s MAP Growth assessments four times
per school year to measure student progress (grades 3-8) over time and to give teachers
valuable information to help them understand specific student learning needs and guide
students to new content. School districts may also use these periodic tests to predict
student performance on summative (end-of-year or end-of-course) assessments.
• Summative Assessments. Nebraska measures student performance against the state’s
content area standards (learning compared to expectations) using adaptive tests
administered by NWEA of English language Arts (for students in grades 3-8) mathematics
(grades 3-8), and science (grades 5 and 8). At the high school level, students in third-year
cohorts (typically juniors) take the ACT General Assessment, a standardized test. Students
having a significant cognitive disability may qualify to take an alternate exam.
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NWEA Overview: Nebraska Student-Centered Assessment System98
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This type of assessment system, made up of formative, interim, and summative tests, enables the
student-centered teaching and learning that Nebraska Department of Education and the State
Board have prioritized. Nebraska’s assessment system does not, however, feature the full array of
performance assessments that would be required to support a competency-based system.
National nonprofit iNACOL — the International Association for K-12 Online Learning — summarizes
the challenge ahead for policymakers seeking to transition to competency driven systems that fully
enable student-centered teaching and learning, as follows:
“This will require creating balanced systems of assessments focused on students demonstrating
mastery including through authentic performance, and creating evidence to:
• Support individual student learning and achievement outcomes that matter;
• Empower educators to facilitate student progress, deeper learning and growth toward a
new, more comprehensive definition of success;
• Provide feedback on depth and breadth of learning, as well as valid reporting on progress;
• Provide timely supports so that no student falls through the cracks;
• Support a personalized, competency-based system which recognizes that students can learn
anytime and everywhere; and
• Serve as an equitable and transparent mechanism to certify student mastery of the
knowledge and skills they need to succeed.”99
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Over time, the state education department should evaluate the ability of Nebraska’s assessment
system to serve all of the purposes articulated in the iNACOL issue brief and consider expanding it to
include performance assessments used to enable student demonstrations of mastery and the use of
competency-based instruction.
Teacher and Leader Development and Support
Nebraska’s school districts employ over 26,000 educators and 12,000 other certificated staff.100
Supporting the state’s teachers and other professionals, including equipping them to help more
students become career ready, is a key component of NEQuESTT. This focus is consistent with
research showing that teachers and principals have a major impact on student achievement.

Strategic Plan and Goals: Teachers and School Leaders
NEQuESTT includes three goals focused on supporting and strengthening the state’s
educator workforce:
• Goal 7.1 by 2018 The Nebraska Department of Education will develop and
implement a statewide teacher equity plan.
• Goal 7.2 by 2020 100% of Nebraska schools will utilize performance standards and
a research-based evaluation system for all certificated staff as aligned to Rule 10.
• Goal 7.3 by 2022 100% of Nebraska schools will be staffed by teachers
who have or are actively pursuing a teaching certificate with the appropriate
endorsement for the subject(s) and grade level(s) of the course(s) being taught.101
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Evaluation and Development of Teachers and Leaders
Nebraska’s educator workforce goals are critically important because ensuring that
students achieve the state’s college- and career-ready standards rests largely on teachers
who are entrusted with facilitating student learning. Nebraska’s plan for enacting the
federal Every Student Succeeds Act (“ESSA Plan”) addresses these goals, but does not
include strategies aligned to the state’s workforce needs. The state is working, in several
ways, to build teachers and school leaders’ general capacities to help students succeed
by using:
• An Education Workforce Index “to mobilize schools, districts, and ESUs
(Educational Service Units) to embrace systems of evaluation and support
that drive continual and focused growth, produce evidence to inform focused
professional growth activities, build capacity of building administrators to serve
as instructional leaders, establish a broader and shared understanding around
comprehensive, systemic approaches to human capital management, and
advance equity-focused conversations and activities across the state
of Nebraska.”
• Federal professional development funds provided by Title II-A of the
Every Student Succeeds Act for building teachers’ and leaders’ effectiveness,
including a focus on induction, and other activities for new teachers, rigorous
evaluation of educators’ performance, and strategies for recruiting, developing,
and retaining teachers.
• Federal funds to facilitate a range of activities designed to strengthen school
leadership.
Regarding school leaders, Nebraska’s ESSA Plan notes that, “[s]tatewide, there has been
increased interest in efficient and effective utilization of the Nebraska Principal Effective
Practices to drive growth and evaluation. The Professional Standards for Educational
Leaders (PSEL), formerly known as the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) Standards, were released in 2015. The updated standards place greater attention
on promoting student well-being rather than academic rigor alone. The updated standards
also focus on principals’ abilities to provide instructional leadership. The Nebraska Principal
Effective Practices have been enhanced to align with the PSEL standards, and training
and support efforts are ongoing across the state. The state expects to expand this focus
including by partnering with the Nebraska Council for School Administrators (NCSA), which
is currently sponsoring the development of new standards for superintendents and other
educational leadership positions. Given this convergence of interest and resources around
supporting principals, now may be an opportune moment to pursue a more extensive
system to support principals in the state of Nebraska.”102

40 accelerate nebraska

Educator Certification and Educator Preparation Program Approval
In addition to supporting the delivery of needed professional development, the Nebraska
Department of Education is responsible for certifying the state’s teachers, leaders and
other professionals.103 The state issues several forms of educator certifications and permits,
including provisional certifications, based on the academic degrees and specific training
required by the state. The various pathways offered by the state acknowledge the importance
of ensuring all Nebraska students have access to highly effective teachers, while also trying to
accomodate districts struggling to find qualified teachers in high-need areas and recognizing
the value of enabling workers from other professions to teach specific skills.104
The department also reviews and approves educator preparation programs in the state.
This state authority provides an important policy lever to force better educator program
outcomes, including for ensuring that new teachers are equipped with the ability to
properly train students for success in the state’s current and future workforce. Nebraska
specifies the standards and requirements for educator preparation programs must satisfy
to operate in the state, which could be used to address the system’s alignment with
industry workforce needs. As part of this work, the state education department leads the
Nebraska Council on Teacher Education, “where Nebraska education associations and
local representatives work as partners to assure high standards for Nebraska educator
preparation and certification, with the ultimate goal of providing PK-12 students the best
educational opportunities possible.”
The voluntary Nebraska Teacher and Principal Performance Framework is “intended to be
a useful resource that provides a definition of effective practice to voluntarily guide local
districts, institutions of higher education, and state and local policymakers as we strive
together to ensure Nebraska’s continuing commitment to improve educational achievement
for all of our children. The State Board reaffirms its fundamental view that curriculum
and instruction are best left to individual districts, and that the Nebraska Department of
Education should serve as a resource for districts in that regard.”105 Ensuring that all students
graduate college- and career-ready, however, may require a strong state-level approach to
ensuring the effectiveness of Nebraska’s teachers and other professionals.

Educator Loan Forgiveness
The education department also oversees the Attracting Excellence to Teaching Program,
which offers forgivable loans to eligible students in Nebraska undergraduate or graduate
teacher education programs. It awards these $3,000 loans each year, and eligible students
may apply for and receive loans for up to five consecutive years. In return, the student
agrees to complete the teacher education program and to teach full-time in an accredited
or approved public or private school in Nebraska. Loan forgiveness begins after the first
two years of teaching. The state offers incentives for teaching in districts that are classified
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as very sparse or in school buildings in which at least 40% of the students meet the state
poverty factor. Beginning in the 2009-10 award year, Nebraska required loan applicants to
major in one of the state’s teacher shortage areas. There is an overall cap on the program
and 2015-16 award year funds provided a total of 133 $3,000 loans for distribution
among the 16 eligible institutions.106
Measuring the Performance of Nebraska’s Schools
Nebraska’s education system generally garners high marks from a wide range of stakeholders and
observers. A variety of sources, including the Nebraska Department of Education, publishes data
describing the performance of Nebraska’s K-12 public schools. Nebraska’s statewide accountability
system, Accountability for a Quality Education System Today and Tomorrow (AQuESTT), provides
the most important indication of how well schools are doing toward helping students satisfy state
academic content standards. This section highlights key AQuESTT findings, and the high level
analysis of Nebraska schools’ performance by other sources, in an effort to describe the state
education system’s overall performance.

Nebraska’s Statewide System of Accountability
Nebraska’s AQuESTT is one of the state education system’s most important pillars.
The state launched AQuESTT during the 2015-2016 school year “to support college-,
career- and community-readiness for all students by integrating the components of
accountability, assessment, accreditation, career education, and the effective use of data
into a system of school improvement.”107 Under AQuESST, every Nebraska school and
school district is designated as Excellent, Great, Good or Needs Improvement based on
status, improvement and growth on the statewide assessments of English/Language Arts,
Writing, Math and Science, and graduation rates. Schools are classified for a three-year
cycle with classifications and progress reported annually at the state, school district
and school levels, consistent with the federal Every Student Succeeds Act and related
state laws.108
In 2015, 1130 Nebraska schools received AQuESST designations and were
classified as follows:

Excellent

147 schools
(13% of total)

42 accelerate nebraska

Great

473 schools
(42% of total)

Good

Needs Improvement

(37% of total)

(8% of total)109

423 schools

87 schools

In 2016, the Nebraska Department of Education further analyzed the state’s 87 Needs
Improvement schools, including categorizing them as Demographically Transitioning
Schools, Native American Schools, Small Community Schools, and Urban/Metro Schools.
As required by Nebraska’s education accountability law, the education department used
these subcategories to identify three schools most in need of assistance as the state’s
Priority Schools.110 No fewer than three Nebraska schools may have a priority school
designation at one time.
The state education department says that it will continue to use AQuESTT as the basic
structure for the accountability system required under the Every Student Succeeds Act,
although it is making some modifications. Schools will still be rated on a one to four
scale and ultimately classified as Excellent, Great, Good, or Needs Improvement. Chronic
absenteeism, science, and the state’s Evidence-Based Analysis have been added as
indicators of school quality or student success. Another new indicator is the inclusion of
English Learner proficiency. The state’s education department and Board of Education
may add more indicators, including additional measures of college and career readiness,
in the future.
The 2015 school classification information, above, does not shed light on efforts to close
achievement gaps. Nebraska has set ambitious long term goals which require schools
to make greater progress with student groups that are furthest behind. Beginning in
2019, the education department will use the designation of Targeted Support and
Improvement (TSI) for any school in which one or more subgroups of students consistently
underperforms. Any school identified as TSI will not be eligible for classification as an
Excellent school.
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College Readiness: Top-Tier Results but with Significant Disparities
Students’ readiness for college can be gauged in a number of ways, including successful
completion of a course of study in high school requiring mastery of rigorous knowledge
and skills in core academic subjects, performance on a college entrance exam, earning
transferable credit on college-level coursework while in high school through dual or
concurrent enrollment programs or enrollment in early college high schools, and entrance
into credit-bearing courses at a two- or four-year institution of higher education without
the need for remediation. In summarizing the state of K-12 education in Nebraska,
Commissioner of Education Matt Blomstedt recently wrote:
“Residents of Nebraska have long been known for living ‘the Good Life.’ Certainly
contributing to this good life is our state’s education system. From Scottsbluff to
Falls City, our schools are the pride of our state, with educators dedicated to their
profession, communities supporting their public schools, and students learning
21st Century skills to make them successful. These attributes combine to create a
vibrant education system in the state, with positive results for students…”111
For evidence of this success, one need look no further than the state’s rankings on the
National Assessment of Education Progress (Nebraska consistently ranks in the top 15)112
and other key indicators of student performance based on state and national measures.
In Nebraska’s Consolidated State Plan Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),
approved by the U.S. Department of Education on June 5, 2018, the education
department’s executive summary highlights numerous strengths and challenges that
characterize the K-12 system.113
Student Performance Highlights
Elementary School Students at or Above Proficiency on State Assessments:

Reading
81%

Math
77%

Science
73%

Writing
70%

Middle School Students at or Above Proficiency on State Assessments;

Reading
79%

Math
68%

Science
70%

Writing
71%

High School Students at or Above Proficiency on State Assessments:

Reading
69%
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Math
61%

Science
73%

Writing
76%

However, as Commissioner Blomstedt noted in the state’s ESSA plan, “glaring
disparities exist between groups of students in Nebraska.” He cited the following data
from the 2014-15 school year:
• On average, 79% of students in Nebraska were proficient in reading, yet:
• Only 50% of students with disabilities were proficient, and
• Only 68% of economically disadvantaged students were proficient.
• On average 72% of the state’s students were proficient in math, yet:
• Only 43% of African American students were proficient, and
• Only 57% of Latino students in Nebraska met the same benchmark.
• Graduation rates also reveal significant gaps among groups of students. While on
average Nebraska students graduate in four years at a rate of 89%, almost half of
English Learners and only three in four Native American students graduate on time.”

College Entrance Exams
Recent press releases from the
Nebraska Department of Education
also document the success of Nebraska
schools on national measures of college
and career readiness. In September
2017, the department reported that
“Nebraska achievement levels continue
to remain above the national average
on the ACT college entrance exam that
measures college readiness in English,
reading, mathematics, and science.”
Less than a month later, the department
announced that “Nebraska students
earned significantly higher scores than
their peers nationally on the SAT which
measures a student’s college and career
readiness in reading, writing, and math.”
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As summarized in The Condition of College & Career Readiness 2017: Nebraska Key
Findings, although the statewide composite score average of 21.4 exceeded the national
average of 21.0, there were gaps — some significant — between the performance of
various student groups.114 For example:

Student Group

Nebraska 2017 Graduates (statewide average)
Nebraska African American 2017 Graduates
Nebraska American Indian 2017 Graduates
Nebraska White 2017 Graduates
Nebraska Hispanic 2017 Graduates
Nebraska Asian 2017 Graduates

2017 Composite Scores
21.4
17.6
17.9
22.4
18.4
21.6

Positive Results on National Rankings: EdWeek Quality Counts
In January 2018, Nebraska received an overall grade of C-Plus on the 22nd annual edition
of Quality Counts, a report by Education Week that grades states on their performance.
Nebraska’s grade, based on three separate indices, was higher than the C grade assigned
to the nation as a whole; it earned the state a rank of 18th in the nation.115 Education
Week’s evaluation of Nebraska’s system on the three indices revealed the following:
1) Chance-for-Success This index combines
information from 13 indicators that span a
person’s life from cradle to career and a focus
on three subsections: early foundations,
school years, and adult outcomes.
2) School Finance Education Week used
eight indicators for this category. Four assessed
school spending patterns and gauged equity
in the distribution of funding across districts
within each state.
3) K-12 Achievement This index is based on
18 distinct achievement measures related to
reading and math performance, high school
graduation rates, and the results of Advanced
Placement exams. Poverty-based achievement
gaps and progress in closing those gaps are
included. Each places an emphasis on equity.
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Nebraska’s
Grade

Nebraska’s
Rank

B

13th

Nebraska’s
Grade

Nebraska’s
Rank

C

21st

Nebraska’s
Grade

Nebraska’s
Rank

C

19th

STEM Approach
The state education department’s “STEM Approach” encourages collaborative schoolbased, work-based, family-based, and community-based experiences to help students
master key competencies within science, technology, engineering, and math. The
department provides a “standards-based framework for supporting the engagement
of students in hands-on, authentic, and contextual learning experiences that provide
students with the opportunity to learn STEM content while promoting essential career
readiness skills, including communication,
creativity, collaboration, and critical
thinking. The STEM Approach strives for
compatibility with all content areas, all
grade levels, and all career clusters, not just
those traditionally defined as STEM.”116 The
project includes a STEM Fellows initiatives
to encourage educator collaboration at the
community level. Fellows participate in a
“immersive, week-long summer experience
and [pledge] to be a resource to teachers,
families, and communities across the state.
The program also features a rubric to
guide the “development and evaluation of
instructional resources with STEM activities
to be incorporated in school-based, workbased, family-based, and community-based
learning environments. The purpose of this rubric is to promote rich opportunities for
development of critical thinking, creativity, collaboration and communication (4C) skills
through the use of quality, well-designed, and intentional instructional resources.”117 The
Nebraska State Board’s strategic plan include goals for improvement in math and science,
but STEM — including this initiative — are not expressly addressed.
ACT’s 2017 report indicates that 9,350 Nebraska graduates (49%) reported having
an interest in STEM majors and/or careers.118 The STEM average for Nebraska’s 2017
graduates was 21.5.119
ACT’s The Condition of College & Career Readiness 2017: Nebraska Key Findings,
referenced above, indicates that 5,084 Nebraska graduates (27%) were likely to attain the
Gold ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate or higher based upon ACT
Composite score, which is on par with the national average of 27%.120

The State of Education in Nebraska | 47

Career Education Systems: Nebraska’s CTE Vision, Mission and Definition of Career Readiness
Nebraska has a nationally recognized Career and Technical Education (CTE) program, which
follows the Nebraska Career Education Model (NCEM). The state’s mission is to create relevant and
engaging experiences for learners to prepare for a successful career through Learning, Earning,
and Living. Its vision for CTE is that learners involved with Nebraska Career Education will achieve
Academic and Technical Skills, Career Development, and Leadership and Personal Growth.122

Career and Technical Education by the Numbers: NDE’s Career
Education Program Data for 2016-2017 Include:
72% of Nebraska students in grades 7-12 participate in career and technical education.
(Participation is defined as a student in grades 7-12 who has earned credit in at least one CTE
course during the school year.)
49% of Nebraska’s seniors are CTE Concentrators. Nebraska has approximately 16,534 CTE
Concentrators
99% of CTE Concentrators graduated. The Nebraska cohort graduation rate for the 2015 cohort
was 89%.
The ethnicities of Career Education students nearly reflect the state’s overall ethnic makeup and
the gender gap has narrowed.
91.81% of CTE Concentrators passed technical skill assessments aligned with industryrecognized standards.121

The state offers CTE opportunities through comprehensive high schools and the state’s community
colleges, supported by approximately $6.8 million in annual federal CTE resources authorized by the
Perkins Career and Technical Education Act. Approximately 60% of this federal funding flows to high
school CTE programs and 40% supports community college CTE initiatives. The NCEM features six
career fields:

Agriculture,
Food and Natural
Resources

Business,
Marketing, and
Management

Communications
and Information
Systems

Health
Sciences

Human Services
and Education

Skilled and
Technical Sciences123

In 2010, Nebraska’s State Board of Education adopted the following definition of career readiness:
“A career-ready person capitalizes on personal strengths, talents, education and experiences
to bring value to the workplace and the community through his/her performance, skill,
diligence, ethics and responsible behavior.”124
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For states with a significant number of rural communities, like Nebraska, career and technical
education has long been a pillar of the K-12 system, with a focus on helping students acquire the
knowledge and skills needed for success in the workplace and giving them opportunities to gain
valuable experience through clearly defined pathways toward seamless transitions from high
school to postsecondary education and the workforce. For more than a decade, however, Nebraska
has elevated CTE’s role in the state’s college, career, and civic preparation equation and worked
to modernize the state’s CTE programs. Nebraska leaders have long known what the Education
Commission of the States recently summarized as “Five Steps to Expand Access to High-Quality CTE
in Rural Schools.”125 In a blog post with this title, Austin Estes wrote:
“…the economic needs of
rural communities are rapidly
transforming and ensuring CTE
programs can effectively equip
learners for the 21st-century
economy is a challenge for schools
and institutions across the country.
State policymakers play a role
in ensuring that programs are
high-quality; learners experience
authentic, work-based learning
opportunities; schools have
the capacity to offer a variety of
program offerings; and there is
a sufficient pipeline of qualified
instructors. These challenges —
enough to frustrate policymakers
in any geographic setting — are
exacerbated in rural schools,
institutions and programs.”126
reVISION Initiative
As part of the state’s CTE initiative, the education department worked in partnership with the
Nebraska Departments of Labor and Economic Development, to establish the reVISION program
that offers grants for school districts to better align career education systems with industry needs.
The program started in 2006 with federal funding provided through the federal Carl D. Perkins
Career and Technical Education Act, but has since been expanded and sustained with state
funding. To date, 87 school districts have received reVISION grants totaling more than $3 million to
collaborate with postsecondary education and regional workforce/economic development leaders.
The model has received national attention.
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Nebraska Workplace Experiences Continuum
The state education department’s CTE program also includes partnerships with the Department of
Labor and Department of Economic Development to provide students with business and industry
experiences that can deliver learning opportunities beyond traditional classrooms and campuses. These
experiences are defined in the Nebraska Workplace Experiences Continuum to help students identify
career opportunities and develop workplace skills using an essential set of strategies. Working from
the expectation that Nebraska students should understand all aspects of how a business or industry
operates as a foundation for eventually narrowing their career search, the Continuum’s framework
identifies nine areas for student focus:

A Promising Start
In writing about the five steps for the Education Commission of the States, Austin Estes at
Advance CTE wrote: “To understand what these strategies look like in practice, consider
Nebraska’s reVISION initiative.”
What makes reVISION so effective? For one, CTE leaders worked to secure commitment for the
initiative at all levels — from local community business owners to state legislators. In the five
years since the program was launched, support has continued to expand.
The reVISION process is informed by data and draws on technology and partnerships to
strengthen local program offerings. The local action plan not only identifies access gaps using
regional and state labor market data and program quality assessments, but also identifies
critical actions, technology and partnerships needed to be undertaken by the local district to
expand the reach of CTE. Finally, officials at Nebraska Career Education provide seed funding
to execute reVISION action plans, helping local leaders accelerate the development of new CTE
programs. As Nebraska demonstrates, it takes a coordinated and strategic effort to ensure all
rural learners can realize the future that CTE promises.

Experiencing All Aspects of an Industry127
Students should gain experience and understanding of the following nine concepts with a
focus on transferable workplace knowledge rather than job-specific skills:
1. Planning: How an organization plans the type of ownership; relationship of the
organization to economic, political, and social contexts; goals and objectives; and
assessment of needs.
2. Management: Structure and process for effectively accomplishing the goals and
operations of the organization using facilities, staff, resources, equipment, and materials.
3. Finance: Accounting and financial decision-making process, method of acquiring capital
to operate, management of financial operations including payroll.
4. Technical and Production Skills: Basic skills in math, communications, computer, time
management, and critical thinking; specific skills and techniques; ways of organizing
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production work; interpersonal skills within the organization. The mathematical, scientific,
social, and economic principles that underlie the technology.
5. Principles of Technology: Technological systems being used in the workplace and
their contributions to the product or service of the organization.
6. Labor Issues: Rights of employees and related issues, wage, benefits, and
working conditions.
7. Community Issues: Impact of the company on the community, impact of the
community on the organization.
8. Health, Safety, and Environment: Practices and laws affecting the employee,
the surrounding community and the environment.
9. Personal Work Habits: Non-technical skills and characteristics expected in the workplace.
The Continuum and reVISION initiatives represent very promising efforts, but the state does not appear
to offer dedicated resources for the programs or an evaluation framework to measure their impact.
Career Academies
Nebraska adopted a new law in 2012 directing the Department of Education to establish a career
academy program, including quality standards and operational guidelines, for the state’s high
schools.128 The law permits any school district, with the Department of Education’s approval, to
establish and operate an academy with a career-based curriculum. The academies must offer a
“rigorous academic curriculum with a transition component to prepare students for the workforce,
including, but not limited to, internships, job training, and skills training.”129 State Board of Education
Rule 47 defines a career academy program as “... a sequence of credit-bearing academic and career
technical education courses which reflect a career cluster selected in response to local, regional or
state employment needs and demand for expertise.”130 The models include high school-only credit,
and dual credit opportunities. The Education Career Academy at Millard Public Schools recently
earned the Excellence in Action Award from Advance CTE and Omaha Bryan High School won the
award in 2015 for the Transportation, Distribution & Logistics Career Cluster.
Nebraska P-20 Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS)
State data systems are critical tools for achieving statewide education goals, including better aligning
education systems to industry workforce needs. In 2010, the Unicameral adopted a law directing
the State Board of Education to enter a memorandum of understanding with the state’s university
system, state college system, and the state’s community colleges to share student data. This “P-20”
state longitudinal data system’s (SLDS) governance structure consists of a Data Governance Council,
Management Team, Technical Group, and a Research Review Board. The data system “...provides
schools and districts with necessary data to inform instruction and ensure every student receives the
most appropriate education possible.” The state received a federal State Longitudinal Data Systems
grant in 2012 to improve its SLDS, including to support “the development and implementation of a
data analysis tool for districts that uses multiple local and state data sources to produce reports for
local decision-makers, providing a statewide system of professional development training for data
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analysis to reach every district, building a research and evaluation operation in (the state education
department), and expanding and enhancing the SLDS for sustainability.” The education data system
does not, however, connect with relevant state workforce data systems, which limits its ability to
inform the state’s workforce strategies.
Accreditation of Schools and Educational Service Units
Nebraska’s rules for accrediting schools and Educational Service Units potentially represents one of
the most important tools available to state leaders to improve the overall quality of the education
system, including ensuring the system’s alignment with industry workforce needs. The Department
of Education’s Office of Accountability, Accreditation, and Program Approval is responsible for
accrediting the state’s “public schools and any nonpublic schools that request state accreditation.
Schools districts and schools may also choose to be accredited by the regional AdvancED/North
Central Association accrediting body.” The accountability and accreditation office also accredits the
state’s Educational Service Units.131 Nebraska’s accredited schools “must have a systematic ongoing
process that guides planning, implementation, and evaluation and renewal of continuous school
improvement activities to meet local and statewide goals and priorities. The process includes a
periodic review by visiting educators who provide consultation to the local school/community
in continued accomplishment of plans and goals.” The accreditation system does not, however,
focus sufficiently on student outcomes — including workforce outcomes — and it needs stronger
accountability and reporting requirements to help schools and districts improve.132
Nebraska Elementary and Secondary Education Investments
Nebraska’s elementary and secondary education system spent $12,174 per student for school year
2014-15 compared to $11,454 per student nationally.133 Of Nebraska’s total per pupil expenditures,
approximately $5,300 was for instruction and instruction-related employee salaries, and $1,900 was
for instruction and instruction-related employee benefits. Nebraska’s spending levels in these areas
generally compares to peer states as illustrated by this table.

Total 2015 Per Pupil Expenditure, All Other Instructional Expenses,
Salaries and Employee Benefits
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National Council of State Legislatures data shows that Nebraska’s total per pupil spending increased
11.4% from 2004 to 2014. This increase was largely driven by employee benefit costs that rose 31.6%
over that 10-year period. Salaries rose only 0.9% during that time and other instructional expenses
rose 18.4%.134

Nebraska Education Spending Over Time: Ten Year Percent Change
©2018 National Conference of State Legislatures
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A Sample of Local K-12 Workforce-Focused Initiatives Nebraska
• Grand Island Public Schools: Career Pathways Institute. The Career Pathways Institute
(CPI) “is an educational opportunity for students to become both career and college ready.
Pathway opportunities are available at any of the three campuses, Grand Island Senior
High, Adams Street Campus or at Central Community College.” Located in Grand Island,
Nebraska, CPI provides an “innovative 21st century learning experience that benefits area
students and businesses. The program gives approximately 750 motivated students the
opportunity to enter the world of work or gain a head start on college upon completion
of high school. It also helps provide area businesses with a well-trained workforce.” CPI
classes are based on the Nebraska Career Education Model Career Pathways Institute and
focus on a range of disciplines. Students may enroll in introductory courses as a freshman or
sophomore without charge for the courses. Students must apply to CPI for their Junior and
Senior years, without charge for the courses. The school system has articulation agreements
with Central Community College (CCC) to ensure that credits will transfer towards an
associate’s degree. CCC maintains transfer agreements with a number of colleges and has
formal transfer agreements with several institutions. Students taking courses for CCC credit
pay tuition and scholarships are available for “...tuition and tools and other needed supplies
specific to the career pathway.”135
• Prosper Lincoln. Prosper Lincoln is a community led program aimed at preparing students
for the workforce and retraining and upskilling adult worker. It is funded by the Lincoln
Chamber of Commerce, Lincoln Public Schools, national and local private foundations,
and by local businesses. The program’s goal is to work with all students, both public and
private, in grades 7-12 in Lincoln. The initiative focuses on Early Childhood Development,
Employment Skills, and Innovation and Entrepreneurship.
The Employment Skills focus area includes three goals: (1) increase cross-sector initiatives
to advocate for and improve workforce development; (2) increase ways for employers and
potential employees to connect; and (3) increase opportunities and support for skill training
that address workforce needs.
The Innovation & Entrepreneurship agenda focus area aims to provide opportunities
that connect students to innovation. The strategy focuses on the following goals:
(1) increase cross-sector initiatives to advocate for and grow entrepreneurship and
innovation; (2) increase ways to nurture start-ups and expansions for businesses and
nonprofits; and (3) increase opportunities to connect/link people, especially students, to
innovation in Lincoln. Using the Gallup BP10 assessment, over 3,400 freshman students
and about 750 upperclassmen involved in business and entrepreneurship clubs across
all public and parochial schools in Lincoln will learn their propensity for innovation and
entrepreneurship.136
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• Hastings Career Pathways Program. Hastings Public Schools, Central Community College,
and the Hastings Area Manufacturers Association collaborated to fund and to develop a
Career Pathways program for manufacturing. The project uses area business and industries
to help the schools “acquire advanced mills, lathes, plasma cutters, and more in order to start
advanced manufacturing training at the high school level.”137 The program currently reaches
about 150 students a year. The high school coursework replicates the first semester of Central
Community College’s Advanced Manufacturing program. Participating students receive 12
postsecondary credits, which later puts them a semester ahead of their CCC peers.
• Dream It. Do It. The Dream it. Do It. Initiative, created by the Nebraska Advanced
Manufacturing Coalition, is “designed to raise awareness of manufacturing and related
business careers to reflect its true status as advanced, high-tech, in-demand skills; creating
programs that support students, identify global challenges and education paths to obtain
skills that lead to good paying careers in advanced manufacturing and related business.”138
The program works with about 2,000 students across the state and is funded by the state
and the Nebraska Advanced Manufacturing Coalition. The program includes a STEM
initiative to “encourage business leaders to reach out to students in an effort to help them
understand the types of careers that require STEM skills. The initiative aims to increase the
number of students who enroll in STEM related courses, better prepare young people for
success, and align educational opportunities with workforce demands.”
• Avenue Scholars Foundation. Avenue Scholars Foundation was created by Omaha’s
philanthropic community and is funded privately. The Foundation currently serves
approximately 850 scholars in eight Omaha area high schools and at Metropolitan
Community College. The initiative’s goal is to help students make a seamless transition from
high school to career training and into a meaningful career in the community. The program
provides intrusive intervention through Talent Advisors who work with the students one
on one and in a classroom setting to help the students overcome barriers to success and
obtain not just a job, but a career.
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C. N
 EBRASKA HIGHER EDUCATION
AND ADULT EDUCATION
QUICK FACTS

2016-17
HIGHER
EDUCATION
ENROLLMENT139

University System Enrollment
UNL: 28,550
UNO: 18,629
UNK: 8,264
UNMC: 4,132
Technical Ag: 388
State Colleges Total Enrollment
Chadron: 3,667
Peru: 3,499
Wayne: 4,173
Community Colleges Total Enrollment
Central: 9,238
Mid-Plains: 3,850
Metropolitan: 25,030
Northeast: 6,605
Southeast: 14,755
Western: 2,635

2015-16
HIGHER
EDUCATION
RETENTION AND
GRADUATION
RATES140

Full-Time Freshman Retention Rate
University System: 81.1%
State Colleges: 65.1%
Community Colleges: 62.3%
Nation for Four-Year Institutions: 81.1%
Nation for Two-Year Institutions: 62%

Degrees/Awards by Race and Ethnicity
White Non-Hispanic: 74% Hispanic: 8%
Black Non-Hispanic: 4%
Unknown: 4%
Asian/Pacific Islander: 3%
Two or More Races: 3%
Native American: 0%
Degrees/Awards by Gender:
Female: 57%
Male: 43%

Graduation Rates 150% of Normal Time
University System: 59.5%
State Colleges: 44.2%
Community Colleges: 31.5%		
Nation for Four-Year Institutions: 54.9%
Nation for Two-Year Institutions: 30.4%

College Attainment
54.4% of 25- to 44-year-old, white non-Hispanics have an associate’s degree or more.
27.5% of 25- to 44-year-old minorities have an associate’s degree or more.
Significant graduation rate gaps exist for Nebraska’s minority and lower-income students
and the state has an overall college attainment gap for these students.

2016-17
TOP NEBRASKA
DEGREES/
AWARDS141
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Undergraduate
1. Business, Management, and Marketing
2. Health Professions
3. Education
4. Liberal Arts and Sciences/General Studies
5. Computer and Information Sciences
6. Ag and Ag Operations
7. Mechanic and Repair Technologies
8. Homeland Security/Law Enf./Firefighting
9. Psychology
10. Biological and Biomedical Sciences

Graduate
1. Education
2. Health Professions
3. Business, Management, and Marketing
4. Computer and Information Sciences
5. Social Sciences
6. Legal Professions and Studies
7. Biological and Biomedical Studies
8. Public Administration and Social Service
9. Engineering
10. Psychology

Introduction
Nebraska’s higher education system is an important asset for the state that compares well with peer
institutions nationally as measured by freshman retention rates, graduation rates, affordability, and
other performance measures. Nebraska would benefit, however, if the state’s higher education
institutions collaborated more to increase student completion rates, minimize student debt, and
find innovative new ways to equip more learners — with a special focus on adult learners — with the
knowledge, skills, and competencies required by industry. This section describes, at a high level,
the major elements of Nebraska’s higher education system, while also examining key subparts of
the system — such as transfer and articulation practices, education, and workforce data sharing, and
degree or credential earning connections with the high schools — that should be part of the state’s
long-term workforce development strategy. Improving these student-centric systems, including
promoting greater data transparency for student and employer decision-making and system
accountability, would help the state address its workforce needs.
Systems Overview
Nebraska offers an array of public and private postsecondary education choices — including twoand four-year institutions, different cost structures, and different degree and credential options — to
meet learners’ diverse academic and workforce training needs. These institutions fall into three
major categories:
1. Public Institutions
• The University of Nebraska has three major institutions, University of Nebraska Lincoln,
University of Nebraska Omaha, and University of Nebraska Kearney, and a smaller twoyear College of Technical Agriculture;
• The Nebraska State College System has three campuses; and
•S
 ix area community colleges have a total of 13 campuses and numerous centers.
2. Independent, Nonprofit Colleges and Universities
• The state has 18 private four- year colleges and universities (including 10 of the state’s
educator preparation programs); and
•T
 he state has two tribal community colleges, which are independent of the state
community college system.
3. For Profit Career Schools
• 50 institutions offering programs in areas such as cosmetology, business, allied health,
real estate, and skilled crafts.
The Nebraska Department of Labor’s Economic Insight and Outlook Report notes that “[t]he Nebraska
industry projected to experience the highest growth rate from 2016-2026 is professional, scientific
and technical services, where an 18.1% increase in employment is expected, creating nearly 8,000
new jobs. The healthcare and social assistance industry is projected to see Nebraska’s largest numeric
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employment gains through 2026: approximately 21,900 jobs, for a 15.6% increase. The occupational
group with the highest projected growth rate is healthcare support occupations, where a 17.3%
increase in employment is expected by 2026.”142 Nebraska’s higher education system is positioned
to meet these and other workforce needs, but the state would benefit from a plan that describes
how the institutions will work together, with industry and K-12 leaders, to ensure students are being
attracted to these professions early in their academic career and equipped, most efficiently, with the
knowledge and skills to succeed in them. This comprehensive plan must also include a strategy for
recruiting and re-training underemployed and other adults looking for new opportunities.

Public Institutions
University of Nebraska System
The University of Nebraska system proclaims it is one
university with four institutions: the University of NebraskaLincoln, University of Nebraska Omaha, University of
Nebraska Kearney, and the University of Nebraska
Medical Center. The University of Nebraska is governed
by a constitutionally established, eight-member, elected
Board of Regents. Each regent represents a specific
district. Four students — each representing a University of
Nebraska campus — serve as non-voting student regents.
For fall 2017, about 11.1% of the university system’s
undergraduates and 73% of graduate students were
adult learners (25 years or older).143
• The University of Nebraska Lincoln (UNL)144,
a land-grant university, is recognized by the
Legislature as the primary research and doctoral
degree granting institution in the state for fields
beyond the health professions. UNL’s 10 colleges
offer more than 150 undergraduate majors, 20 preprofessional programs, 100 graduate programs and
275 programs of study including:
- Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources
- Arts and Sciences					
- Education and Human Sciences			
- Hixson-Lied College of Fine and Performing Arts
- Law							
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- Architecture
- Business Administration
- Engineering
- Graduate Studies
- Journalism and Mass Communications

NOTABLE UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA LINCOLN ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT AND WORKFORCE INITIATIVES INCLUDE:
Nebraska Innovation Campus (NIC), which is “designed to facilitate new and
in-depth partnerships between the University of Nebraska and private sector
businesses. NIC, adjacent to the University of Nebraska Lincoln, offers strategic
access to research faculty, facilities and students. NIC aspires to be the most
sustainable research and technology campus in the United States.” NIC has had an
estimated $143 million impact, has 30 public and private sector partners, and has
offered 57 internships.145

• The University of Nebraska Omaha (UNO)146 is a metropolitan university that serves an
urban population with more first-generation students, students from lower-income families,
and part-time students. UNO offers more than 200 undergraduate programs and over 70
graduate degrees and certificates. UNO’s six colleges include:
- Arts and Sciences
- Communication, Fine Arts and Media
- Information Science & Technology

- Business Administration
- Education
- Public Affairs and Community Service

NOTABLE UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA OMAHA ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT AND WORKFORCE INITIATIVE:
The Peter Kiewit Institute’s (PKI) “mission is to fuel collaborations and fire the
imagination of faculty, students and business alike. In so doing, the Institute offers
exceptional career opportunities for students and provides the business community
with a growing labor pool of skilled professionals.”147 PKI is home to the cutting
edge Holland Computing Center (HCC), a high-performance computing resource
for the University of Nebraska System. The University of Nebraska at Omaha’s
College of Information Science and Technology (IS&T) and the University of
Nebraska–Lincoln’s College of Engineering collaborate using the facility. Students
in the program earn UNL engineering degrees. PKI is also home to the Holland
Academy. “This unique program was established as an initiative to actively engage
high school students who excel in math and science, and who have an interest in
engineering and technology. This three-day developmental experience allows
students to apply engineering & technology concepts by attending faculty lead
workshops in our state-of-the-art labs.”148
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• The University of Nebraska Kearney (UNK)149 focuses on undergraduate education
offering smaller class sizes at a major state university. UNK has four colleges, 170 majors,
20 pre-professional programs, and 27 graduate programs. These include:
- College of Arts and Sciences
- Education

- Business and Technology
- Graduate Studies

NOTABLE UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA KEARNEY ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT WORKFORCE INITIATIVES INCLUDE:
The UNK eCampus that makes available the “same online degree programs and
courses that are offered on the campus.” The courses offer flexibility to students,
including adult learners, seeking access to undergraduate, graduate, and certificates
& endorsements. In 2018, the UNK broke ground on a new $30 million, “state-ofthe-art facility that will bring science, technology, engineering, and math programs
together.”150
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• The University of Nebraska Medical Center (UNMC)151 is the academic health sciences
center for Nebraska offering degrees from colleges of allied health, dentistry, medicine,
nursing, pharmacy, and public health. UNMC also offers avenues for undergraduates and
high school students. UNMC has six colleges:
- College of Allied Health Professions
- College of Medicine
- College of Pharmacy

- College of Dentistry
- College of Nursing
- College of Public Health

NOTABLE UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA MEDICAL CENTER ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT AND WORKFORCE INITIATIVES INCLUDE:
A multi-part strategic focus on rural Nebraska by encouraging rural residents
to pursue healthcare careers. This work includes a partnership with UNK on the
Kearney Health Opportunities Program (KHOP); the Public Health Early Admissions
Student Track (PHEAST) offered to students enrolled at Chadron State, Peru State,
Wayne State or UNK; the Rural Health Opportunity Program (RHOP) a cooperative
venture of the UNMC, Chadron State College, Wayne State College, and Peru State;
and the Rural Pharmacy Practice Educational Initiative (RPPEI) that “encourages
applications from students attending public and private institutions located in
rural Nebraska and students from rural Nebraska counties (population 25,000 or
less) who have a stated commitment to returning to rural Nebraska to practice
pharmacy.”152

• College of Technical Agriculture (CTA)153 In addition, the University System includes
a College of Technical Agriculture. The CTA provides associate degrees in Agribusiness
Management, Agricultural Equipment Management, Agronomy, Dairy Production,
Diversified Agriculture, Equine Industry Management, Livestock Industry Management, and
Veterinary Technology. The College enrolls approximately 350 students and is part of the
Nebraska Transfer Agreement.
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State Colleges
The Nebraska State College System (NSCS) consists of the three state colleges: Chadron State, Peru
State, and Wayne State. Their mission is to serve “...our students, communities and state by providing
high-quality , accessible educational opportunities.”154 The NSCS is governed by a seven-member Board
of Trustees comprised of six members appointed by the governor and approved by the Legislature,
and the Nebraska Commissioner of Education, as an ex-officio member, as well as three non-voting
student trustees representing each of the colleges. For fall 2017, about 16.5% of the state colleges
undergraduates and about 64% of graduate students were adult learners (25 years or older). 155
• Chadron State “....aspires to be a premier institution of higher education in the western
High Plains states, innovatively pursuing excellence in teaching, scholarship and service.”156
Chadron State maintains open enrollment and offers 52 undergraduate and eight graduate
programs through three schools:
- School of Business, Entrepreneurship, Applied and Mathematical Sciences and Sciences
- School of Education, Human Performance, Counseling, Psychology and Social Work
- School of Liberal Arts
• Peru State “... offers a mix of innovative online and traditional classroom undergraduate
and graduate programs, including online graduate degrees in education and organizational
management.”157 Along with several online programs, Peru State offers undergraduate and
graduate programs through three schools:
- School of Arts & Sciences
- School of Professional Studies

- School of Education

• Wayne State “...is a comprehensive institution of higher education dedicated to freedom
of inquiry, excellence in teaching and learning, and regional service and development.”158
It offers online programs and undergraduate and graduate programs through four schools:
- School of Arts and Humanities
- School of Education and Counseling
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- School of Business and Technology
- School of Natural and Social Sciences

NOTABLE NEBRASKA STATE COLLEGE SYSTEM ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT AND WORKFORCE INITIATIVES INCLUDE:
NebraskaFWD. The Nebraska State College System plans to seek state funding in
support of a single strategic workforce initiative called NebraskaFWD that “...focuses
on investing in the workforce needs of rural Nebraska by: Developing a qualified
workforce for high-need occupations throughout the state; Expanding student
access to higher education; and Increasing college affordability and decreasing
student debt.”159

The Nebraska Department of Labor reports that, “the industries employing
the most [State College System] graduates working in Nebraska were
educational services (49.5%), retail trade (7.8%), and healthcare (7.7%).
The most common fields of study among all state college graduates were
business administration and management (15.2%) and elementary education
and teaching (9.8%).”160

Community Colleges
Nebraska has six regional community colleges that serve as a major workforce development asset to
the state’s industries:
• Central Community College, approximately 6,316 students enrolled;
• Mid-Plains Community College, approximately 2,276 students enrolled;
• Metropolitan Community College, approximately 14,788 students enrolled;
• Northeast Community College, approximately 5,075 students enrolled;
• Southeast Community College, approximately 9,262 students enrolled; and
• Western Community College, approximately 1,719 students enrolled.161
These open enrollment colleges cover separate geographic areas.162 The classes and degrees
are based on community needs and the findings of Nebraska’s Coordinating Commission for
Postsecondary Education. Nebraska community colleges are funded through a combination of
state aid, tuition, and property taxes. Each college provides hands-on training at an affordable price
for students eager to join the workforce in a short amount of time. Community colleges provide
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accreditation, associate’s degrees, and transfer options for students who want to reduce their
college debt and still pursue a four-year degree. An elected board of governors oversees each
college, but they all collaborate through the Nebraska Community College Association (NCCA). For
2017, 31.1% of the community college’s students were adult learners (age 25 or older).163
The NCCA reports that “The colleges were... designed to be the most accessible postsecondary
educational system in the state, offering affordable, high-quality education, geographically situated
around the state to offer services to a large portion of the population. In addition, the colleges were
envisioned to be the link between business and industry and a highly skilled workforce.”164 They
also play a major role in the state’s dual and concurrent enrollment structure. NCCA also notes that
“In order to provide more educational opportunities, especially in the rural areas of the state, the
colleges have collaborated to establish a number of joint programs including the following:
• Central, Mid-Plains, and Western offer the Health Information Management Systems program.
• Central and Mid-Plains offer the Paralegal program.
• Central and Southeast offer the Fire Training program.
• Central and Northeast offer Medical Assisting program.
• Central Library and Information Services agreement with all community colleges.
• Metropolitan and Central offer the Respiratory Care Technology program with local clinical
coordination.
• Metropolitan and Northeast offer Culinary Arts and Management.
• Central, Northeast and Southeast offer the Respiratory Care Technology Program.
• Metropolitan and Central have a Library Collection Sharing Project.
• Metropolitan and Little Priest Tribal College have a joint grant for the Comparison of the
Mayan and Winnebago Cultures.
• Central, Mid-Plains, Northeast and Southeast offer a Surgical Technology program.
• Southeast, Central, Northeast and Mid-Plains offer a Radiology Technology program.
• Physical Therapy Assistant cooperative program with Southeast and Central.
• All community colleges partner to offer an online Early Childhood program. ”165
All community colleges are working collaboratively on significant federal and statewide grant
programs in areas including technical education, health, nursing, and math readiness. Numerous
transfer agreements with public and private colleges and universities in the state ranging from
nursing, engineering, elementary education, business, information technology and industrial
technology have been developed.
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NOTABLE NEBRASKA STATE COMMUNITY COLLEGE SYSTEM ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT AND WORKFORCE INITIATIVES INCLUDE:
The Community College Gap Assistance Program. It offers “financial aid to
community college students taking non-credit courses that could lead to jobs
in high-need fields.”166 The system defines these as“…program(s) offered by
a community college that is not offered for credit but is aligned with training
programs with stackable credentials that lead to a program awarding college credit,
an associate’s degree, a diploma, or a certificate in an in-demand occupation, has
a duration of not less than sixteen contact hours in length, and does any of the
following: (1) Offers a state, national, or locally recognized certificate; (2) Offers
preparation for a professional examination or licensure; (3) Provides endorsement
for an existing credential or license; (4) Represents recognized skill standards
defined by an industrial sector; or (5) Offers a similar credential or training.”167

The Nebraska Department of Labor notes that “the industries employing the
most community college graduates working in Nebraska were healthcare
(29.4%), retail trade (12.8%), and manufacturing (8.1%). The most common
fields of study among all community college graduates were emergency
medical technology (18.7%), liberal arts and sciences/liberal studies (14.4%),
and business administration and management (8.3%). Community college
graduates with associate’s degrees in electromechanical engineering
technology had the highest average annual wage of $56,442.”168
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Private and Independent Universities and Colleges Governance
Nebraska is home to 18 four-year private colleges and universities and two tribal colleges. Each of
these institutions chooses its own governance; national organizations have accredited every one.
They are generally not for profit. (Nebraska does license some private, for profit career colleges —
such as business schools, barber & cosmetology schools, driver training schools, hospitals offering
nursing & allied health programs, pilot schools, real estate schools and more). The state’s private
institutions offer a wide array of educational options, including operating 10 of the state’s educator
preparation programs. Given their general independence from the state policy system, this paper
does not address these institutions’ workforce contributions in detail, except for the educator
preparation programs they manage and the independent tribal colleges. The educator preparation
programs and tribal colleges offer important structures for addressing the state’s achievement gaps.
For 2017, about 31% of undergraduates and over 80% of their graduate students at independent
institutions were adult learners (25 years old or more).169

Independent Private Four-Year Institutions
Nebraska’s 18 private four-year degree institutions include: Bellevue University, Bryan College of
Health Sciences, Clarkson College, College of Saint Mary, Concordia University, Creighton University,
Doane University, Hastings College, Hope International University, Midland University, Nebraska
Methodist College, Nebraska Wesleyan University, Purdue University Global, St. Gregory the Great
Seminary, Summit Christian College, Union College, and York College.

Other Independent: Tribal Colleges
• Nebraska Indian Community College (NICC) was established in 1973. Its three locations
in Macy, Santee and South Sioux City serve 180 undergraduates and offer eight associate’s
degrees and a certificate of carpentry program. NICC maintains formal partnerships
with UNO, the University of South Dakota, Wayne State, Bellevue University and UNL.170
NICC is a signatory to the Nebraska Transfer Initiative, an agreement with four-year
Nebraska institutions to accept the common core of general education courses in the
associate of arts, academic transfer degree.
• Little Priest Tribal College (LPTC) services 140 undergraduates on one campus in
Winnebago. Chartered in 1996, its “...major focus is to provide a two-year associate’s
degree, and prepare students to transfer and successfully complete a major at a four-year
institution.” LPTC has signed the Nebraska Transfer Initiative. It issues two-year Associate
of Arts (AA) and Associate of Science (AS) degrees in the following areas: Native American
Studies, Early Childhood Education, Teacher Education, Indigenous Science-Environment,
Indigenous Science-Health, (and) Business and Interdisciplinary Studies transfer.”171
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Distance Learning
All of Nebraska’s community colleges, state colleges, and university campuses offer distance
learning courses available anywhere a student has access to a computer. The system is a major asset
to the state, not least because it supports Nebraska’s dual and concurrent enrollment offerings for
high school students. These distance learning opportunities most often use “asynchronous delivery,”
where the instruction and students are in different times and places. These include on-demand
online courses that do not conform to a specified schedule. The state’s community colleges are the
biggest providers of “synchronous” delivery where the student and instructor meet at the same time,
but not the same place. The Postsecondary Coordinating Commission attributes higher community
college use of “synchronous” courses, in part, to dual enrollment courses offered to high school
students at their home campuses.172 Distance learning served 212,699 students during school
year 2015-16 and offered higher education awards ranging from “certificates at the community
colleges to educational specialist and master’s degrees at the university and state colleges, and
EdD at UNL.”173 Metropolitan Community College was the state’s largest provider of distance
learning (serving 40,110 students in 2015-16), followed by the University of Nebraska Omaha
(serving 35,044 students in 2015-16). UNO made certain courses available through a close
partnership with Omaha area high schools, so that “Advanced Placement courses taught in high
schools meet UNO’s requirements and can be accepted for credit.”174

Access College Early Scholarships
The Access College Early (ACE) scholarship program, funded entirely by state resources, provides
scholarships to low-income high school students who enroll in a college course at a one of the
state’s 18 participating public or private postsecondary institutions. The Coordinating Commission
for Postsecondary Education (CCPE) reports that “Nearly 2,200 students received ACE scholarships
in 2016-17, an increase of over 260 students from the previous year due to increased funds.” Over
200 high schools participate in the program.175 This investment powerfully complements the state’s
dual enrollment initiatives and standards. These are voluntary and hold no force of law, but they direct
districts and higher education institutions to “work together to ensure broad access to dual enrollment
courses for all students, irrespective of the students’ financial resources. Postsecondary education
institutions are encouraged to offer tuition remissions or find other means of support for eligible
students qualifying for free or reduced (price) lunches or otherwise demonstrating financial need.176
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Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education
Nebraska has taken significant steps to promote postsecondary collaboration. Nebraska’s CCPE,
initially created in 1976 and added to the constitution in 1990, promotes collaboration and
cooperation among all higher education institutions and works to eliminate unnecessary and
duplicative courses among public higher education institutions. CCPE’s responsibilities include:
• “Creating and putting into action a comprehensive statewide plan to guide
Nebraska’s higher education system;
• Partnering with legislators to develop innovative and results-driven higher
education policy;
• Helping low-income Nebraska students attend college by awarding need-based
financial aid and developing state financial aid strategy;
• Administering the Community College Gap Assistance Program, which offers financial
aid to students who want to work in high-need fields;
• Ensuring the efficient use of taxpayer funds by approving or disapproving
postsecondary construction projects that rely on tax funds;
• Approving or disapproving academic programs based on specific criteria;
• Assembling and analyzing statewide data and publishing reports tied to the state’s
higher education goals;
• Protecting Nebraska students who attend for-profit institutions in the state by
administering the Guaranty Recovery Cash Fund;
• Administering State appropriations to Nebraska’s six community colleges;
• Helping teachers and underserved populations through the administration of
federal education grants; and,
• Saving Nebraska colleges and universities thousands of dollars through the
administration of a nationwide distance learning agreement on behalf of the state.”177
Each year the CCPE produces a progress report on its three key priorities to:
• “Increase the number of students who enter postsecondary education in Nebraska;
• Increase the percentage of students who persist and successfully complete a degree; and
• Reduce, eliminate, and then reverse the net out-migration of Nebraskans with high levels
of educational attainment.”178
The 2018 Nebraska Higher Education Progress report provides guidance on the state’s progress on
these priorities and notes that out-migration of highly educated working-age Nebraskans has not
been eliminated:
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• Since 2006-2007, the number of students graduating from Nebraska’s high schools has
increased 10.1%. The cohort four-year graduation rate has increased from 86.1% in 20102011 to 89.1% in 2016-2017. However, many students are not graduating on time or are
taking more than four years to graduate from high school, lessening their likelihood of
financial and other successes and, for the purposes of this report, reducing the pool of
students who could go to college;
• The fall 2014 college-going rate of Nebraska public and private high school students
was the 26th highest nationally, but it has not increased significantly for graduates
of Nebraska’s public high schools since the Commission began estimating college
continuation rates in 2007-2008;
• Nebraska has increased the amount of state funds allocated for need — based financial
aid, but state funding has not kept pace with the number of students eligible for state
grants;
• Since 2006, the overall freshman retention rate has increased slightly. Meanwhile, the
state’s overall college graduation rate for public two-year institutions has stayed the same
while its overall college graduation rate for public four-year institutions has increased.
College graduation rates are significantly lower for Hispanics, Native Americans, black
non-Hispanics, and multiracial students than for white non-Hispanics and Asian/Pacific
Islander undergraduate students;179
• The percentage of high school graduates who did not attend postsecondary education
has fallen from 32.3% in 2006 to 35.3% in 2016.180 There is also a large gap based on
income and ethnicity.181 A female non-low-income, non-Hispanic white has a college
continuation rate of 84.6% while a male low-income Native American has a college
continuation rate of 30.4%.182

Data Systems
CCPE provides important and valuable data about Nebraska’s postsecondary education system,
and the state’s existing education data systems memorandum of understanding is invaluable. But
Nebraska does not sufficiently connect education and workforce data systems so students and
policymakers do not have the information they need about program costs, completion rates, and
employment and wage outcomes. Prospective students and employers would benefit from better
information on the outcomes of specific postsecondary programs. In particular, they should know the
employment and earnings prospects of program completer. Promoting access to data would help
Nebraska students progress through educational programs and enter the labor market more quickly
and efficiently — and would save money for students, employers, and taxpayers.
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Transfer and Articulation
Nebraska has taken important steps to support student transfers between the state’s higher
education institutions, but it could do more to increase college completion rates and help learners
attain the credentials they need to join the workforce. The Nebraska Transfer Initiative (NTI), initiated
by the state’s higher education institutions in 1995, aims to “improve access and opportunities for
students who wish to pursue baccalaureate degrees after completing Associate of Arts degrees
at community colleges.”183 Participating institutions “grant equivalent general education credit for
satisfactorily completed courses identified in the general education core to students admitted in
transfer who began but did not complete the Associate of Arts Degree at an accredited signatory
institution.”184 In 2015, the state’s 16 public colleges and universities worked together to create a
website called Transfer Nebraska to help students know which college credits can be transferred.185
Nebraska’s transfer system, however, lacks several important attributes. The Education Commission
of the States (ECS) notes that the Nebraska Transfer Initiative allows — but does not require — general
core credit to transfer from two-year institutions to four-year institutions.186 ECS also notes that NTI
permits “transfer of an associate(‘s) degree but it is voluntary and not in policy. The Nebraska State
College System allows 30 credits from the associate’s degree to transfer.”187 Furthermore, Nebraska
does not have a statewide course number system (a uniform numbering convention all public
postsecondary institutions use for lower-division courses). Neither does Nebraska have statewide
reverse transfer requirement that compels institutions to grant associate’s degrees to students
who had not completed the requirements for those degrees before they transferred to four-year
institutions.188
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Educator Preparation Programs
Among the higher education programs offered throughout the state, educator preparation programs
carry special importance to its workforce development plans. Nebraska school districts employ a
majority of the graduates from the state’s educator preparation programs. As described earlier in the
paper, Nebraska’s 24,000 teachers have the biggest impact on efforts to prepare students for later
academic and workplace success.189 Fifteen Nebraska higher education institutions offer approved
educator preparation programs, but the state does not maintain a strong and transparent system that
holds these programs accountable for their graduates’ classroom effectiveness. Although the state
Department of Education has full authority over teacher preparation program approval, it does not
collect or report data that connects student achievement gains to teacher preparation programs. In
addition, the state has only limited data that can help prospective teachers understand the quality of
its educator preparation programs.
The National Council on Teacher Quality’s (NCTQ’s) Teacher Prep Review shows differences in quality
among Nebraska’s educator elementary education and secondary education preparation programs.190
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NATIONAL PERCENTILE RANKING
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Nebraska Higher Education Costs
As described earlier in this paper, Nebraska generally excels relative to other states in higher
education affordability. The Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education’s 2018 Tuition,
Fees, and College Affordability Report says, “As a result of relatively strong state support, tuition
and fees at Nebraska’s public colleges and universities are significantly lower than tuition and fees
in most states. According to the 2017 tuition and fee survey conducted by the College Board,
Nebraska’s in-district tuition and fees for community colleges were the 8th lowest in the country
in 2017-18.”191 Community college tuition ranges from $2,760 at Western Nebraska Community
College to $3,570 at Southeast Community College.192 Among four-year institutions, Nebraska’s
in-state tuition and fees in 2017-18 were the 14th lowest in the country.
Four-year public institution in-state tuition ranges from $6,602 at Chadron State to $8,978 at UNL
and $10,538 at UNMC.193
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Those costs still pose a financial burdens for lower Income Nebraska families. A new study by New
America shows that the average net cost for students from families that annually make $30,000 or
less for a four-year education in Nebraska is $11,201. This amount compares favorably to other states
in the region, such as Colorado ($13,687), Wyoming ($9,423), South Dakota ($14,219), Iowa ($9,888),
and Kansas ($12,145), but is higher relative to peer states in other parts of the country.194
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Despite the relative affordability of Nebraska’s higher education institutions, six in 10 seniors (63%)
who graduated from Nebraska’s public and nonprofit four-year colleges in 2014 had student loan
debt, with an average of $26,278 per borrower.195 This amount places Nebraska 26th nationally in
individual student debt load.196 This significant debt level is part of a troubling national trend. Forbes
Magazine recently reported that, “Student loan debt is now the second highest consumer debt
category — behind only mortgage debt — and higher than both credit cards and auto loans.”197
Textbooks are a major contributor to higher education costs and student debt. The College Board’s
average estimated college budgets for 2018 suggests that students should annually budget between
$1,200 and $1,300 for textbooks and supplies.198 That amount is as much as 33% of tuition at
Nebraska’s highest-cost community college (Southeast) and 43% of tuition at Nebraska’s lowest costcommunity college (Western). This can be a significant impediment to postsecondary completion.
Lastly, in addition to federal financial aid, Nebraska offers some targeted assistance for lowincome residents. The Nebraska Opportunity Grant program has aided thousands of students.
But more state-funded, need-based aid is needed to enable more of the state’s low-income and
moderately low-income students to go to college and earn degrees. The Coordinating Commission
for Postsecondary Education reports that “In 2015-16, Nebraska ranked 34th among the states
in estimated need-based, state-provided student aid grant dollars per full-time undergraduate
enrollment.”199
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IV. CONCLUSION AND POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
Building on Nebraska’s current preschool through higher education
systems, including developing a more inclusive, data-driven approach
to workforce education, will require the state to expand on the
successful programs described above, while also innovating to
address the systems’ shortcomings for industry, communities, and
families. With that goal in mind, this section describes a list of policy
recommendations for state and local leaders to evaluate in light of
the state’s near-term and longer-term workforce needs.
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Flexible Pathways to College and Career Readiness
Dual and Concurrent Enrollment
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Adopt a uniform process
to align dual credit
opportunities for students
across the state.

• Achieve greater program
quality and consistency
across K-12 and higher
education and decrease
overall costs by reducing
redundancy and speeding
degree and credential
completion.

Leading States
Texas, Iowa, Minnesota, North Carolina,
and Missouri

• Adopt a single credit transfer
policy and common course
numbering system for all
post secondary institutions.
Target specific industry
needs first.
• Expand the ACE scholarship
to provide additional
incentives for taking courses
targeting workforce needs.
• Set a standard price for dual
enrollment courses.
• Promote greater CTE
coordination between K-12,
postsecondary, and industry.

• Enable students to more
easily transfer early college
credit to a second institution
of higher education upon
high school graduation.
• Ensure more low-income
students have access to
college credit opportunities
in high school.
• Remove equity barriers
for students in geographic
areas where local institutions
charge higher tuition.
• Create better alignment
between the K-12 and
postsecondary system to
ensure students are working
towards credentials relevant
to the state’s workforce
goals.

Resources
What Works Clearinghouse Intervention Report:
A summary of findings from a systematic review
of the evidence: Dual Enrollment Programs
(2017), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S.
Department of Education
Increasing Student Access and Success in
Dual Enrollment Programs: 13 Model StateLevel Policy Components (2014), Jennifer Zinth,
Education Commission of the States
STEM Dual Enrollment Model Policy Components
(2018), Jennifer Zinth, Education Commission of
the States
How to Scale College in High School: A State
Policy Guide for Implementing Dual Enrollment
and Early College Designs Under the Every
Student Succeeds Act (2017), College in High
School Alliance
David Crockett High School, Austin, TX
(entrepreneurship program)

• Cultivate credit bearing
entrepreneurship programs.
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Transfer and Articulation
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Require, by statute,
statewide, program-toprogram student and credit
transfers for high-need
workforce knowledge and
skill areas and programs.

• Ensure students enrolled
and succeeding in highneed programs can
seamlessly transfer to
any state institution.

Leading States
Pennsylvania requires the state’s four-year
public institutions to accept the entire Associate
of Arts or Associate of Science degree toward
the graduation requirements of a bachelor’s
degree program.

• Promote industry
and education leader
collaboration to identify
specific programs for
this credit and transfer
approach, based on nearand the state’s longer-term
workforce needs.

• Decrease overall costs
by reducing redundancy
and speeding degree and
credential completion.
• Offer a clear, studentfriendly transfer pathway
and provides four-year
institutions new students
who already have a track
record of success in
undergraduate coursework.
• Eliminate need for students
to decide on a transfer
institution at the moment
they enter community
college because they are
assured that their entire
degree will transfer to any
public institution within the
state
• Decrease system-wide
and family education costs
by reducing coursework
redundancy and other
delays.
• Make it easier for adult
learners to reenter the
education system to
acquire in-demand industry
credentials.
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Indiana requires the state’s educational
institutions to use a single articulation pathway
for programmatic areas in which large numbers
of students first obtain an associate’s degree with
the intent of eventually obtaining a bachelor’s
degree.
Resources
“Ensuring a Smooth Pathway
Using Articulation Agreements to Help
Early Childhood Educators Pursue a BA”,
New America, A. Loewenberg

Competency-Based Learning
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Modernize the state’s
K-12 and ESU accreditation
regulations to enable highquality competency-based
learning.

• Enable students to advance
upon demonstrated mastery
through a competencybased system aligned to
workforce needs.

Leading States
New Hampshire, Maine, Vermont, Utah, Arizona,
Oregon

• Acquire rich assessment
tools that provide real-time
feedback on a student’s
progress toward mastery
of knowledge and skills.

• Increase learning and
lower the cost of education
through faster progressions
through programs.

• Train teachers, school
leaders, and other
professionals to deliver
competency-based models,
including training them to
use student data to inform
instruction, specifically in
competency-based systems.

• Focus student learning
on real-world skills and
competency development,
including entrepreneurship
skills.

Resources
“Quality Principles for Competency-Based
Education”, Sturgis and Casey (2018)
Rethinking State Accountability to Support
Personalized, Competency-Based Learning in
K-12 Education, iNACOL

• Create multiple, highquality pathways to
high school graduation,
higher education and the
workforce.
• Enable students to enter
the workplace faster and
with demonstrated indemand skills.
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Work-Based Learning
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Develop a strategy for
expanding quality workbased learning programs for
youth and young adults in
high-need fields, including
the Nebraska Workplace
Experiences Continuum.

• Provide students the
opportunity to learn
technical, academic, and
employability skills by
working in a real work
environment.

Leading States
Utah: Talent Ready Utah
Nevada: Governor’s Office of Workforce
Innovation
Oregon: Oregon Apprenticeship
Colorado: Apprenticeships

• Provide unemployed and
underemployed adults
greater opportunities
to receive training and
certification in high-demand
occupations.

Resources
Policy Academy on Scaling Work-Based Learning;
National Governors Association framework for
high-quality work-based learning

• Set a statewide youth
apprenticeship participation
goal and launch pilot and
statewide strategies to grow
an apprenticeship program.
• Improve public awareness
of high-quality youth
apprenticeship and
advancing understanding
of how well such programs
serve students, employers,
and communities.
• Complement with state and
private collaboration and
investments to expand workbased learning programs for
educators and workers in all
parts of the state.
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• Facilitate business
involvement with education
through job shadows,
internships, donations,
industry tours, and inclassroom presentations.
• Provide basis for closer
industry and education
partnerships.
• Provide on the job
opportunities for acquiring
entrepreneurship skills.

Work-Based Learning Toolkit, U.S. Department of
Education
Work-Based Learning Opportunities for High
School Students, Advance CTE, (2013)
Partnership to Advance Youth Apprenticeship,
New America
Guiding Principles for High Quality Youth
Apprenticeship, PAYA

Governance and Infrastructure Recommendations
Accreditation Reform (Elementary and Secondary, Early Childhood, ESUs)
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Modernize the state’s
accreditation regulations to
prioritize education quality,
identify school and school
district needs, and identify
and target improvements.

• Provides much greater
program accountability
and system performance
transparency for industry,
communities, families,
and students.

Leading States
Colorado, Georgia, Minnesota, Massachusetts

• Eliminate accreditation
system barriers to
competency-based learning
models.

• Embeds stronger focus
on career readiness in
accreditation standards and
indicators of school, district,
and ESU performance.

Evaluation and Assessment Frameworks for
Improving School Outcomes, OECD

• Align accreditation to the
state’s accountability system
(AQeSTT).

Resources
Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and
Learning, University of Virginia

• Promotes continuous
improvement of schools,
including ensuring career
and college readiness for all
students.
• Provides opportunity to
include strong focus on
schools’ abilities to promote
workforce readiness.
• Close achievement gaps and
reduce remediation rates.

The State of Education in Nebraska | 79

Data Systems and Workforce Linkages
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Expand the state’s
longitudinal data system to
include workforce data.

• Produce data to better align
workforce and education
programs and investment
with employer needs.

Leading States
17 states and the District of Columbia have data
systems that include early learning, K-12, higher
education, and workforce data.

• Promote education and
workforce program
transparency and
accountability and enables
related savings for system
and students.

Data Analytics Models and other Resources
Proving Ground Data Analytics, Harvard Center
for Education Policy Research

• Complement the system
with a leading education
and workforce data analytics
initiative.
• Strengthen the state’s Early
Childhood Integrated Data
System.

• Secure linking data between
K–12 and workforce data
systems to:
- Promote higher education
program accountability
through data feedback
loops and greater
transparency.
- Answer critical policy and
practice questions.
- Analyze workforce needs.
- Understand the quality and
benefits of work-based
learning opportunities and
job placements.
- Calculate the return on
investment for programs
(e.g., CTE, career
academy programs,
apprenticeships).
- Promote adult re-entry into
educational system for new
credential acquisition.
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National Strategic Planning and Analysis
Research Center (nSPARC) at Mississippi State
University
Roadmap for K-12 and Workforce Data Linkages,
Data Quality Campaign

Education System and Industry Coordination
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Renew the state’s P16
Council and charge it with
establishing and achieving
the state’s workforcefocused education
goals, through greater
collaboration with workforce
and industry leaders.

• Ensure a renewed and
ongoing focus on crossagency and cross-sector
workforce vision and
goal setting.

Leading States
Georgia, Maryland, Delaware

• Create a forum for agency
leaders and industry to work
collaboratively to achieve
workforce goals.

Georgia Alliance of Education Agency Heads

• Connect with effort to
scale of existing reVision
and Nebraska Workplace
Experiences Continuum
initiatives.

Resources
Maryland Governor’s P-20 Leadership Council

• Promote much greater
data sharing, analysis, and
facilitate data-informed
decision making about
meeting the state’s
workforce needs.
• Coordinate efforts on
policies and projects that
involve multiple agencies
and accomplish together
what no one agency can
accomplish alone.
• Support and integrate
the governor’s education
priorities and initiatives
into agency strategic plans.
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Open Educational Resources
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Adopt and implement a
statewide open educational
resources strategy.

• Promotes college
completion rates and
decreases higher education
costs for system and
students.

Leading States
Washington, California, Virginia, Texas

• Provide funding to develop
or acquire openly licensed
textbooks and a repository
covering subject areas that
constitute the most popular
community college courses
aligned to state workforce
needs.
• Develop or acquire openly
licensed resources for dual
and concurrent enrollment,
CTE, STEM classes aligned
to state workforce needs.
• Require higher education
institutions to provide
searchable information that
will allow students to seek
out courses that use only
open educational materials.

82 accelerate nebraska

• Promotes affordability
of dual and concurrent
enrollment courses.

Resources
Open Washington, Washington State Board for
Community and Technical Colleges
Textbook Free Degree, Tidewater Community
College, Virginia

• Decreases K-12 education
costs by encouraging the
use of high-quality openly
licenses materials aligned to
state standards.

Open Educational Resources, Hewlett
Foundation

• Equips more teachers and
students with high-quality,
flexible resources, especially
for workforce need areas
such as STEM.

#GoOpen Initiative, U.S. Department of
Education

Open Educational Resources, Council of Chief
State School Officers

Educator Effectiveness
Educator Preparation Program
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Strengthen the standards
and requirements for
educator preparation
programs.

• Hold the state’s educator
preparation programs
accountable for the
effectiveness of the teachers
they produce, including
for promoting workforce
readiness.

Leading States
Network for Transforming Educator Preparation
states: Connecticut, Idaho, Georgia, Kentucky,
Louisiana, Massachusetts, Washington, California,
Delaware, Missouri, New Hampshire,
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Utah

• Use data to measure
educator preparation
program success and
continuous improvement.
• Strengthen standards for
teachers with state licensure
improvements.
• Equip teachers to effectively
use data to improve
teaching and learning.
• Raise the cap on the
Attracting Excellence to
Teaching Program to recruit
more high-performing
students to the profession.

• Ensure that new teachers are
equipped with the ability to
properly train students for
success in the state’s current
and future workforce
• Ensure that all students are
supported by qualified,
credentialed, and effective
teachers and leaders
throughout their learning
experiences.

Resources
Transforming Educator Preparation:
Lessons Learned from Leading States, Council of
Chief State School Officers (2017)
Close achievement gaps, promote kindergarten
readiness, decrease remediation rates, Data
Quality Campaign

• Initial licensure requirements
communicate to preparation
programs what districts
expect new teachers to know
and be able to do when they
begin their careers, which in
turn drives their classroom
and clinical experiences.
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Educator Evaluation and Professional Development
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Require every school
district to use performance
standards and a researchbased evaluation system for
all certificated staff. Include
objective measures of
student achievement.

• Address the state’s CTE,
dual enrollment and other
teacher shortage areas.

Leading States
North Carolina (actionable evaluation data),
Maryland (transparency and communication with
stakeholders), Arkansas (targeted professional
development), West Virginia (actionable
evaluation data)

• Require and provide support
to ensure all schools are
staffed by CTE and other
teachers with appropriate
endorsements for the course
they are teaching.
• Ensure federal and state
professional development
funding is used to address
CTE, STEM and related dual
and concurrent enrollment
professional gaps identified
by the evaluation system.
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• Recognize that teachers and
leaders have the greatest
school-level impact on
student learning outcomes.
• Target professional
development resources
for building the capacity
of teachers and school
leaders to deliver highquality CTE and to acquire
certifications and other
credentials required to
deliver postsecondary credit,
especially in high-need
workforce areas.
• Close achievement gaps,
and reduce high system and
student costs associated
with remediation rates.

Resources
Council of Chief State School Officers,
Principles for Teacher Support and Evaluation
Systems; Council of Chief State School Officers,
Reimagining Title II-A - (November 2018)

Career and Technical Education and Science, Technology, Mathematics,
and Engineering Education
Career Readiness Standards and Alignment
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Review and revise, as
necessary, the Nebraska
Career Readiness Standards.

• Ensure the state’s career
readiness standards align
to workforce needs
(near- and long-term).

Leading States
Vermont (career pathways), Virginia (productive
workplace skills), Colorado (measures of career
readiness), Wisconsin

• Describe employability
skills required by employers,
including transferable skills,
such as collaboration, critical
thinking, communications,
and creativity skills
grounded in content
knowledge.

Resources
Nebraska Career Readiness Standards
Nebraska Summit on Career Readiness —
Summary & Synthesis Report, November 3-4,
2009

• Provide basis for
greater career readiness
accountability tied to
workforce outcomes.

Deeper Learning: A Primer for State Legislators,
Education Commission of the States

• Map specific CTE industry
demand and employer
needs and develop joint
industry-education strategy
for filling needs.
• Establish career pathways
aligned to labor market
needs using regional
economic blueprints
that summarize labor
market trends, population
characteristics, leading
industries, and student
outcomes.
• Host Summit on Career
Readiness modeled after the
successful efforts, in 2009,
of the Nebraska Department
of Education to promote
collaboration with industry.

States Leading: Promoting Career Readiness,
Council of Chief State School Officers

• Provide forum
for establishing
statewide emphasis on
entrepreneurism.
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Career and Technical Education Teachers
Policy Recommendation
• Recruit and equip effective
general education teachers
to become CTE teachers,
including using summer
externships with local
industry and financial
incentives to compete with
higher paying industry
positions in field.
• Equip industry experts
to become CTE teachers
through high-quality
alternative licensure.
• Provide financial aid
and other incentives to
encourage high-performing
students to become CTE
teachers, including by
raising the cap on the
Attracting Excellence to
Teaching Program.
• Support CTE teachers by
establishing evaluation
systems that are aligned with
induction, mentoring, and
professional learning.
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Recommendation Purpose
• Address the state’s CTE,
dual enrollment and other
teacher shortage areas.
• Facilitate the expansion
of high-quality workbased learning and CTE
experiences for students
by developing a highly
skilled CTE teacher
workforce.
• Recognizes that teachers
and leaders have the
greatest school-level
impact on student learning
outcomes, including in
CTE programs.

State Examples, Models, Resources
Leading States
New Jersey’s CTE Teacher Bridge initiative
equips general ed. teachers to become CTE
teachers by:
• Obtaining an industry-valued credential;
• Participating in a paid summer industry
externship; and
• Working with a CTE teacher mentor.
New Jersey’s Industry Fellows Program equips
industry experts to become CTE teachers by:
• Reimbursing participants’ licensing and
certification costs;
• Allowing participants to satisfy 100-hour
classroom requirement part-time, while
keeping their full-time jobs; and
• Working with a CTE teacher mentor.
Resources
21st Century Educators: Developing and
Supporting Great Career and Technical
Education Teachers, Center on Great Teachers
and Leaders
National Governors Association, States Continue
Advancing Strategies to Scale Work-Based
Learning

Career and Technical Education Collaboration with Industry
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Expand state investments
and access to the Nebraska
reVision Initiative.

• Scale existing successful
state and local workforce
readiness initiatives.

Leading States
California (career pathways), Minnesota (technical
skills assessment), Wisconsin (CEO engagement)

• Expand state investments
and access to the Nebraska
Workplace Experiences
Continuum.

• reVision identifies local
CTE access gaps based on
regional and state market
data.

Resources
New Skills for Youth Phase Two Evaluation, RTI
International

• reVision helps school
districts identify and
pursue industry partners,
technology, and other
actions designed to expand
the reach of career and
technical education.

AdvanceCTE, Learning that Works Resource
Center; The Power of Career- and EmployerFocused Training and Education, MDRC

• reVision builds on an
effective program and
proven collaboration
between Nebraska’s
Department of Education
and Department of
Education and among local
stakeholders.
• The Workplace Experience
Continuum provides
students with experience
and understanding of nine
transferable workplace
concepts, rather than job
specific skills: planning,
management, finance,
technical & production, and
principles of technology.
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In-School STEM Programs
Policy Recommendation
• Make high-quality STEM
education a focus of the dual
and concurrent enrollment
and work-based experiences
efforts recommended
elsewhere in this section.
• Consider increased student
access to high-quality STEM
education among the state’s
education equity strategies.

Recommendation Purpose
• Leverage existing
successful dual and
concurrent enrollment
program to target the
state’s STEM needs with
focus on high-skill, highdemand pathways.
• Provide pathway for
students to earn valued
industry credentials.

State Examples, Models, Resources
Leading States
Illinois (pathways initiative); New York
(computer science); Arkansas, Washington,
and Rhode Island (Governors’ Partnership for
K–12 Computer Science)
Resources
STEM 2026: A Vision for STEM Education,
U.S. Department of Education
STEM Performance, Education Commission of
the States (2011)
A State Policymaker’s STEM Playbook, Education
Commission of the States (2016)
Catalina Foothills Unified School District,
Tucson, AZ

Beyond School STEM Programs
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Design, support, and take to
scale high-quality programs
that deliver valuable beyond
school (out-of-school) STEM
experiences that are linked
to learning in the classroom.

• Provide valuable
collaboration opportunities
for industry and schools
to support students’
development of STEM
knowledge and skills.

Leading State Examples
New Jersey

• Connect STEM learning in
workplace, school, home,
and other settings.
• Engage students
intellectually, socially, and
emotionally.
• Respond to student’s
interests, experiences, and
cultural practices.
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Resources
The Case for Investing in Out-of-School
Learning as a Core Strategy in Improving
Science,Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) Education, STEM Education
Coalition, April 2016.
Beyond School, Partnership for 21st Century
Learning
CTE Teacher Bridge, New Jersey

Early Learning and Care Recommendations
Early Childhood Educator Workforce
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Support the work of the
Nebraska Early Childhood
Workforce Commission,
including its collaboration
with the state’s higher ed
institutions.

• Increase the availability
of skilled professionals to
deliver high-quality early
learning and care programs
to more families and
communities.

Leading States
Illinois (principal preparation for pre-K),
Pennsylvania (competency-based administrator
credential)

• Complement with required
program-to-program
student and credit transfers
for early childhood educator
candidates (see credit and
transfer description above).

• Significant cost savings
associated with lower special
education costs, lower
incarceration rates, fewer
social services, are healthier
populations.

• Focus on building the
capacity of Nebraska
Principals to Support the
Transition to Kindergarten.

• Close achievement gaps,
promote kindergarten
readiness, decrease
remediation rates.

Resources
Buffett Institute, Early Childhood Workforce
Development
National Institute for Early Education Research,
Transforming the Early Childhood Education
Workforce
An Early Childhood Investment with a High Public
Return, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

• Provide the high-quality
early learning and care
opportunities required to
attract the desired workforce
needed to supply local
industries.
• Support the ability of early
childhood professionals to
engage successfully with
families as partners working
together on behalf of
children.
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Improving Overall Program Quality
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Encourage and support
the revision of Step Up
to Quality, including by
examining current indicators
and possible additions.

• Develop the early social
and emotional skills that
are critical for creating
productive adult workers.

Leading States
California (Administrator Qualifications in QRIS),
Oklahoma (provider participation in QRIS)

• Complement with dedicated
state resources to help more
early childhood programs
participate in Step Up to
Quality.
• Strengthen communitylevel capacity to coordinate
among providers and
support their success.

• Ensure more families have
access to high-quality early
learning and care programs.
• Closes achievement gaps,
promote kindergarten
readiness, decrease
remediation rates.

Resources
Quality Rating and Improvement System
Financial Incentives Updated November 2008
Written by Anne W. Mitchell, Kristen Kerr and
Juana Arment
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Early Childhood
Education

• Significant cost savings
associated with lower special
education costs, lower
incarceration rates, fewer
social services, are healthier
populations.

School Readiness Tax Credit (Educator Workforce and Program Quality)
Policy Recommendation

Recommendation Purpose

State Examples, Models, Resources

• Strengthen the state’s
existing School Readiness
Tax Credits for early learning
and care professionals and
early learning and care
programs.

• Ensures that more Nebraska
early learning and care
educators have the training
and skills to deliver highquality early learning
opportunities.

Other Leading States
Louisiana

• Ensure more children have
access to high-quality early
learning and care program.
• Closes achievement gaps,
promote kindergarten
readiness, decrease
remediation rates.
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Resources
Learning Policy Institute, For High-Quality Early
Childhood Education, Invest in a Skilled and
Supported Workforce
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