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Creating a System for Collaboration Among Education, 
Workforce and Economic Development Entities

The theme for North Carolina’s current economic development strategy could be described with the 
question: “Who is on first?” Some would say we already have a statewide economic development strategy. 
Others say our strategy is regional. Some would insist the strategies are focused at the county level while 
others argue that these strategies are convoluted, at best. As it turns out, everyone could be right. 

North Carolina currently has eight State Board of Education districts, seven economic development 
regions and 24 workforce development boards, yet there are few opportunities where representatives from 
each of the districts, regions and boards meet to address education issues in the context of economic 
development. This must change. 

Policy Goal 6:  �Build on existing governance structures to bring state, regional and local 
leaders in education, workforce and economic development together to 
support and grow North Carolina’s economy.

The Commission first recommends aligning the State Board of Education’s and the Department of Public 
Instruction’s initiatives to the seven economic development regions set by the N.C. Department of 
Commerce. Once these regions are aligned, education and economic development representatives from 
each region must commit to communicating on a regular basis. 

Action Recommendation 1: Align State Board of Education and the Department of Public 
Instruction initiatives with the state’s seven economic development regions and encourage regular 
communication among the NCDPI and State Board leaders and representatives from each region. 

At the state level, education issues involving K-12 public schools, state community colleges, and public and 
private universities are discussed at meetings of the North Carolina Education Cabinet. Commission members 
recommend that this Cabinet be expanded to include the Lieutenant Governor and the Secretary of the N.C. 
Department of Commerce. These leaders can help to make sure economic development issues are brought to 
the table and incorporated into discussions about statewide education strategies. 

Action Recommendation 2: Expand the Education Cabinet to include the Secretary of Commerce 
and the Lieutenant Governor. 
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In addition to coming together on a regular basis in a formal setting for the purpose of discussing 
education and economic development strategies, state leaders should also incorporate the nationally-
recognized 16 Career Clusters as they create, update and implement their plans. Career Clusters can 
impact economic development by providing sources of competitive advantage, business agility, product and 
process innovation, transitions to new workplaces, vertical and horizontal mobility and self-directed career 
and learning management (21). 

Action Recommendation 3: Adopt the 16 National Career Clusters and corresponding skills sets 
as an organizing tool for the N.C. Department of Commerce to use as it updates and implements its 
economic development vision plans.

There is no question that North Carolina faces many challenges. State and local leaders must do a 
better job of working together to find the best solutions. Since education and economic development are 
intertwined, efforts to improve our schools and our economy must be a result of careful coordination and 
constant communication among local and state leaders from both sectors. This is the only way to ensure 
that the state’s educational system produces career-ready graduates, and that jobs will be available for all 
students who graduate career-ready in North Carolina. 

THE NEXT STEPS

Commission members have identified the “Crisis of Relevance” and outlined six policy goals to guide 
innovation and reform in our K-12 public education system. Now it is time for education, government and 
business leaders to work together to make sure our students graduate career- and college-ready.

At the top level of these efforts, the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, State Superintendent, State Board 
of Education Chairman, state legislators and other elected and appointed state leaders must have the 
courage to modify existing education programs and policy to better serve students today. These leaders 
must be willing to mandate education innovation to change the traditional school culture. And they must 
make improving communication among the education and economic development entities at every level of 
government a top priority. 

It is the suggestion of the Commission that the Department of Public Instruction and the State Board 
of Education spearhead the effort to better utilize the state’s Career and Technical Education and 
entrepreneurship programs. The NCDPI and the State Board must use proven best practices and join with 
organizations such as the North Carolina New Schools Project, the NC STEM Community Collaborative and 
other organizations in more efforts to innovate instruction, school culture and classroom structure.

Education leaders in local districts and schools must commit to making sure students have career plans 
and increasing the scope and effectiveness of career counseling in our state’s middle and high schools. 
These local leaders must join with the JOBS Commission, the N.C. Chamber, the North Carolina Business 
Committee for Education and other business-education advocacy groups in employing strategies to make 
sure all students are knowledgeable about and prepared for careers that are available today as well as jobs 
that will be available years from now in their community, region, state and across the world.

Above all else, we must recognize that this “Crisis of Relevance” is a problem that North Carolina will 
confront, correct and emerge from in the future with a smarter, stronger workforce prepared to meet every 
challenge presented in the 21st century and beyond.
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