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LITTLE ROCK - The structure of the Arkansas economy is changing. Manufacturing jobs are moving overseas, where the cost of labor is less, while there is a growing demand for workers with technology skills.

The paradox is that even while job layoffs make the headlines, business leaders warn of a labor shortage. Arkansas does not have enough people with the skills needed for the modern workplace.

Opportunities will continue to fade for people without technical skills and whose level of education is low. At the same time, demand will continue to increase for workers who have mastered critical thinking, problem solving and technology.

State officials, educators and business leaders discussed the trends of the modern Arkansas economy at a recent conference in Little Rock. It was hosted by the University of Arkansas at Little Rock and sponsored by Arkansas Business and  KUAR-FM.
The governor and the director of the Arkansas Economic Development Commission spoke about state efforts to better train our workforce in technical skills. One goal is to attract industries to Arkansas that create high paying jobs. Another goal is to retain and promote the expansion of industries already in Arkansas.
Business leaders predict shortages, some possibly severe, in the number of engineers, air traffic controllers, pilots, health care professionals and scientific researchers. Also, we're facing an imminent shortage of instructors and professors who can teach in those fields.
State government is responding in several ways. Several state agencies are collaborating to offer a training program for workers to earn a Career Readiness Certificate. Colleges and universities are continuously working to recruit students and graduate them.
It's a given that in today's economy, education is a component of any economic development strategy. College graduates earn more, invest more and create more job opportunities for others when they start their own businesses. 
An interesting trend was discussed at the conference in Little Rock: of all the entry-level jobs in high-growth technical fields, an estimated 42 percent could be filled with workers who have an associate degree from a two-year college or a certificate from a skilled training program. It is much cheaper to attain that level of education than it is to earn a degree from a four-year university.
Advanced Placement Testing

In a related development, the national organization that administers advanced placement tests reported a solid increase in the number of Arkansas high school students taking the tests. Students who score well on the AP tests begin college at an advantage because they can opt out of lower level college courses, and thus improve their chances of getting a degree.
Last year 8,076 high school students in Arkansas took the AP tests and this year 8,763 students took them. 
Almost 10 percent of our high school seniors scored well enough that they can opt out of some entry level college courses. Five years ago 5 percent of the Arkansas students scored high enough.
