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Prologue

This book aims to change the entire conversation about what the right path to a rewarding and prosperous career can look like: the conversation going on at company headquarters, in college admissions offices, and around kitchen tables across the nation. It will shatter the false dogma that college is the best—or only—path for every ambitious young person, and it will provide the spark for a jobs revolution by offering a new and different way of looking at the path to a fulfilling and successful work life.

Whether you are right out of high school, a recent college graduate, or well along in your career journey, you’ll discover affordable and accessible pathways to a respected, rewarding, and well-paid career. Indeed, by the time you finish this book, you will have a whole new outlook and road map for how to find the best way to add value—and be valued—in today’s job market.

The fact is, it doesn’t matter how young or old you are, what field you work in or aspire to work in, or what your background looks like. Today we are all facing the reality that unemployment and underemployment are at record highs—across all regions of the country, across all industries, and across all income and educational levels. Yet, at the same time, millions of jobs are being left vacant—or, worse, being sent overseas because there are not enough U.S. workers with the skills to do them or do them well.

Here are the hard facts. Today around thirteen million Americans, some with college degrees, are unemployed, and that does not include those who are underemployed or have given up trying to find work. Yet three million positions remain unfilled, and a quarter of American businesses say they have trouble finding people with the practical, technical, job-ready skills they need. In the manufacturing industry, a sector that has long been the lynchpin of our economy, it’s even worse. Companies report six hundred thousand unfilled manufacturing jobs. Thus, companies are struggling to find enough skilled people to justify moving jobs back to America.

In short, there are millions of willing people waiting on the sidelines, yet not enough of them have the practical skills required to keep companies staffed and the economy humming. One reason for this supply-demand imbalance—known as the job-skills, or middle-skills, gap—is simply that too many job seekers, including many of today’s college graduates, are finishing their educations without practical work experience or the soft skills needed to land a job: the skills to be part of and work on a team and navigate the day-to-day rigors of a modern workplace. For reasons outlined in the coming chapters, today many young people are graduating from college with a solid footing in liberal arts subjects—such as art history and sociology and literature—but little to no exposure to or training in the technical and practical skills that so many of today’s jobs and companies actually require. This skills gap has major ramifications not only for individual job seekers and companies but for the economy at large—particularly as more baby boomers retire, more “knowledge jobs” become automated, and more manufacturing work returns to the United States from overseas.

The good news is that the same middle-skills gap that frustrates thousands of employers represents an opportunity for every person who is deciding what to do with the rest of his or her life, and for every college grad who cannot find a good-paying job. It represents opportunity for every seasoned worker whose livelihood is threatened by automation and outsourcing; for every midlife career changer or laid-off worker for whom a new job will necessarily require new skills; for every man or woman looking to rejoin the workforce after a lengthy absence or maternity leave; for all the parents who can’t afford to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on their kids’ education, and for every parent who can pay those bills but asks, “Is this the best investment I can make in my child’s future?” And it represents opportunity for every executive, manager, or other professional who has reached a point in life where they crave satisfaction through tangible, hands-on work; for anyone at any stage in their career seeking what Matthew Crawford describes in Shop Class as Soulcraft as “the satisfactions of manifesting oneself concretely in the world through manual competence.”1

But the doors to these opportunities can’t be found at traditional elite colleges. Nor can they be found at any of the hundreds of second- or third-tier colleges or universities—schools that carry similar high price tags but don’t confer the same prestige and connections on their graduates when they enter the job market.

In fact, the paths to these opportunities can be found only outside traditional four-year universities, in the burgeoning opportunities of skills-based education, such as those found through vocational training courses, technical schools, community colleges, apprenticeship programs, and more. In other words, in the educational pathways that equip smart, ambitious students with the job-ready skills that companies actually need.

Please note that I’m not talking here about pathways to minimum-wage, dead-end, or revolving-door jobs that no one wants to do. I’m talking about the skills-based learning opportunities that lead to well-paying, respectable careers as electricians, master chefs, cardiovascular technologists, machinists, aircraft mechanics, auto technicians, dental hygienists, welders, mechatronics engineers, and air ambulance paramedics, to name just a few. When I talk about people with skills-based careers, I’m not talking about low-paid, “old style” factory workers; I’m talking about the highly skilled and well-compensated technicians repairing the engines at Boeing that enable millions of passengers to fly each day, or building the complex gas turbine generators for Siemens that power communities around the world, or installing the cutting-edge robotic assembly machines at Volkswagen—one of the largest automotive manufacturers in the world. I’m talking about the entrepreneurs who run their own photography studios, the artisans who fill their days handcrafting high-end furniture, and the apprentice chefs preparing meals at your favorite neighborhood bars and restaurants. I’m talking about the people who build our homes and bridges, monitor our health, care for our sick and diseased, and keep our complex IT networks running; the people who keep our new world of “advanced manufacturing” humming by programming and operating our computer-controlled tools and robots; the people we need and call (and pay a hefty sum to) when our pipes spring a leak or our furnaces go kaput on a frosty winter night. These are the men and women who form the backbone of our economy and society. And almost all of them learned their skills through high school vocational education, two-year associate degree programs, traineeships or apprenticeships, formal and informal company-based training, or one of the other alternatives to traditional college you’ll read about in this book. Contrary to popular belief, a surprising percentage of them earn more than their peers who spent four years and tens of thousands of dollars earning baccalaureate degrees—a fact lost on too many parents and guidance counselors who think that the traditional college/university track is the best or only pathway to building a prosperous career.

We have all been sold on the notion that college is for everyone and have been promised that a traditional four-year degree is a guaranteed ticket to a well-paid, secure professional future. But the truth is, college has never been for everyone, and today, more often than not, it doesn’t deliver on that promise. According to new research from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported in the New York Times, the jobless rate for college graduates under age twenty-five averaged 8.2 percent in 2013 (compared to 5.4 percent in 2007), and the underemployment rate for college graduates ages twenty-two to twenty-seven was a woeful 44 percent—clear evidence that, as the Times editorial board concluded, “a college education, in and of itself, does not create good jobs at good pay.”2

And let’s not forget that a four-year degree comes at a hefty cost; the dark side of college education, of course, is student loan debt, which in the United States has recently surpassed $1 trillion, the second largest category of personal debt, just behind property mortgages. In fact, at the time of this writing, Americans collectively owe more in student loan debt than the entire nation owes on credit card debt. Think of that. Americans collectively owe $1 trillion on student loans. And let’s remember 40 percent who start a four-year college degree have failed to complete the BA after six years.

The assumption that every student should receive a college education becomes more outrageous when you consider the fact that people possess a huge range of different intelligences, skill sets, and interests—some people just don’t thrive in a traditional classroom but are masters when working with their hands. For some, the dream career may indeed be found in the halls of a law firm or corporate headquarters or investment bank, but for every one of these people there exists another equally intelligent individual who is just as passionate about building airplanes, tinkering with robotics, or restoring antique furniture. And while there is certainly nothing wrong with harboring lofty ambitions to save lives as a doctor or surgeon or cancer researcher, is it any less noble to dream of making a difference in the world as an emergency medical technician, or home health care aid, or a social entrepreneur? We all have different passions, talents, and ambitions. So why are we asked to follow the same educational paths? The answer isn’t lack of opportunities; it’s lack of information.

Why is the existence of countless accessible, affordable alternatives to traditional higher education such a well-kept secret? Why is it that a high school senior, upon entering her college counselor’s office, will be asked her SAT scores and grade point average, then presented with a stack of brochures for four-year colleges she may have an unrealistic chance of getting into, with no mention of the fact that other (far less expensive) options exist? Why is it that high schools across the nation are scaling back or closing their vocational courses or programs—to the point where only a small number still even offer the traditional “shop class”? Why is it that, as much as we mythologize the ideal of American entrepreneurship and laud American advances in technological innovation, our secondary educational system is still woefully slow—lagging behind virtually all other developed nations—to integrate computer science, engineering, and other technical competencies into their core curricula?

Why is there still a lingering stigma against vocational and technical learning? Why do parents still announce their child’s plans to attend a polytechnic institute or community college any less loudly and proudly than they would boast of their child’s acceptance to a third- or fourth-tier college (let alone an elite one)? This book doesn’t promise to hold the answers to all these questions. But it does promise to show you how you (or your child, if you are a parent) can avoid falling prey to these misconceptions.

My own career offers an example of how the development of a marketable skill through a nontraditional education can set a young person on a rewarding and successful pathway through life.

Conventional wisdom tells us that the way to succeed is to follow our passions. That was certainly true in my case. Yet my pursuit was almost nipped in the bud by my well-meaning parents, who had other plans for young Nick. They had sent me to an exclusive high school with the expectation I would go on to college. My father was a university professor, and it seemed natural that his son would earn a bachelor’s degree at a minimum. The adults around me told me that college was the logical choice. My peers thought I was crazy to pass up all the “social opportunities” that college had to offer. But my happiest memories were not of books and classrooms but of cooking at my grandmother’s side, soaking up the glorious smells of her kitchen. I knew in my heart that college was not where I belonged at that point in my life.

Being a psychologist, and a clever parent to boot, my father realized that logic alone would not dissuade me. So he turned to a time-tested parental tool for getting children to toe the line: subterfuge. The next thing I knew, my father had arranged for me to work in a local kitchen whose uninspired, tasteless dishes, he figured, would surely break my heart. I still remember the worn patch on the tile floor where the chef had stood for the past twenty years melting slices of cheese on the slabs of dreaded meat he passed off as chicken parmigiana. Would this be my lot in life?

My father’s ploy worked. Within a few weeks I was ready to abandon the cooking life and march off to college. I still remember his chuckle as I told him: “Gee, Dad, you were right. Being a chef is not for me.” Luckily, a friend convinced me to hang on to my dream, and helped me land a culinary apprenticeship in an outstanding international hotel kitchen in my hometown of Melbourne, Australia—a kitchen where something as simple as chicken stock was created with loving care.

Then, as now, new apprentices were assigned the unglamorous chores of the trade, and I got plenty of them: chopping lettuce; peeling onions, garlic, and bag after bag of potatoes; and cleaning up after the head chef. It was hard work. I was on my feet twelve hours a day, and during serving hours our kitchen staff moved at warp speed. But I loved it because I was learning (and applying) new skills every day. And I was doing something for which I had an unquenchable passion: cooking.

In the end, that four-year apprenticeship was more fulfilling and rewarding than any traditional classroom experience could have been. Three years into it, I was named captain of the Australian youth culinary team, which won gold in the 1988 Culinary Olympics held in Frankfurt, Germany. I’ll never forget the blood, sweat, and tears that went into serving 115 portions of our award-winning Desert Bloom, an Australian rabbit dish—victory made all the sweeter because the fifty pounds of rabbit meat we’d brought with us from Australia had been held up in German customs. Fortunately, problem solving is one of the many “soft skills” you learn as a chef apprentice, and we were able to prevail because within twenty-four hours (time management), the four of us (team building) had found (initiative) a local source of rabbit meat, prepared our dish, and outscored twenty other national teams. Chalk one up for the Aussies!

As I became more skilled, more career opportunities presented themselves. The next year I was named Australian apprentice of the year and received a scholarship to study and work in some of the best kitchens in Europe. These included the Gleneagles Hotel in Scotland, London’s Claridge’s hotel, and others, where I had the life-changing experience of serving the queen; Prince Charles and Diana, princess of Wales; King Constantine of Greece, and other royalty.

My London experience even included a stint at the Ritz, where high tea is an art. It was there that I was introduced to a side of the restaurant business with which I had little experience: buying and selling at the markets. In the early hours, when few Londoners were stirring, the city’s food markets were bustling. Fresh fish, meat, poultry, and vegetables traded at a furious rate. Those predawn forays into the food markets opened my eyes to an unseen slice of London culture and to a work experience that no traditional classroom could have imparted.

Yet my stint as a chef did not close the door to academic learning or other possibilities, as my parents had feared. After several years of striving to perfect the art of cookery, I was satisfied with my career but looking for more. If working in those storied kitchens had taught me anything, it was that being a good chef involved more than good cooking. I needed to also learn about marketing, customer relations, managing people, and running a business. So I went back to school, eventually completing a master’s of business administration. At first I had feared the years spent out of school would put me behind, or at a disadvantage, compared to my conventionally educated peers, but in fact, the self-confidence and problem-solving abilities I developed through my apprenticeship and work experience served me well during those years. I’ve since continued with executive education at Harvard Business School and the Hauser Center at the Harvard Kennedy School, and today, as CEO of the Institute for Workplace Skills and Innovation, I have the privilege of helping hundreds of young people do exactly as I did—develop respected and well-paid careers via journeys other than the traditional high-school-to-college route.

You’ll meet many of these young people in the chapters that follow, including a mechanic on the world car-racing circuit; a photographer who serves New York City’s theater and media community; a young apprentice who is helping to build six-hundred-ton electric generators; young English lads who spend each day restoring one of World War II’s most iconic aircraft—the RAF Spitfire—and countless other individuals who nabbed “dream jobs” you may have never even heard of by following nontraditional paths. Through their stories, you’ll learn why we have so many people without jobs and jobs without people. You’ll come to understand how society’s myopic focus on “college for everyone” may be hurting as many young people as it helps, and you will see why the antidote to this misconception is to embrace the alternate routes to attractive occupations that do not require a traditional four-year college education.

You’ll read about these pathways that do not necessarily require a four-year college education (or the resulting mountains of student debt), such as apprenticeships, occupational certificate programs, associate degrees, on-the-job skills training—and how to find, choose, and pursue the path best suited to your passions, goals, and abilities. And, most important, you’ll learn how to parlay that education into the most fulfilling and best-paying dream job in any field.

I have one of those dream jobs myself—helping young people make the difficult transition between school and the workplace. At any given time, the organization I’m privileged to represent has six hundred to seven hundred young men and women in mentored apprenticeship and trainee programs—learning and earning as they develop skills that employers badly need. If our past record holds up, 82 percent of these people will complete their three- or four-year programs and receive a certification in trade specialties. More than ten thousand people have followed this very path. Upon completing their apprenticeships each gets a nice pay increase and the opportunity to continue working for the same company that sponsored their training. No frantic job search. No education loans to pay off. And most will advance over time to positions with greater responsibility and still better pay. Some will eventually become managers or owners of the companies that had the foresight to invest in their training. As an executive of a billion-dollar advanced manufacturing facility told me, “Someday these people will be running our plant.”

This work has taken me to the United Kingdom, Europe, Southeast Asia, and the United States, where I see the same problems: vocational educational programs that are disrespected and in decline; parents and policy makers who see a college/university education as the only sure pathway for young people; and a middle-skills gap that is hamstringing economic progress, particularly in the sciences, technology, and manufacturing. On the brighter side, I’ve also encountered companies, educators, and policy makers who are attacking these problems with unique strategies and close collaboration. Some are German companies that are exporting and creating hybrids of their centuries-old tradition of apprenticeship training. Others are communities reinventing education through partnerships between multinational corporations and local school districts. You’ll meet many of these pioneers in the pages that follow.

Whether you are a high school student (or the parent of a high school student) trying to figure out how you are going to shoulder the heavy burden of college tuition (or trying to decide whether you even want to go to college!), or one of the two million college students graduating into one of the most competitive job markets in decades (and carrying the average student loan debt of $29,400), or someone well along in your career journey, know that a multitude of options for acquiring valuable, marketable skills that will open the door to greater employment opportunities do exist. And know that the door to the opportunities you seek may well be found in one of the nontraditional pathways you’ll read about in this book.

The paths described here—apprenticeships, vocational and technical education, certification programs, associate degrees, and on-the-job skills training—are the solution to a large slice of our unemployment and underemployment problems. They are the solution for employers who can’t find skilled people, and for job seekers who want to become more employable and job-ready in an increasingly competitive economy. Through my work I am in a unique position to see why we need united, decisive action now, not only to save the younger generation from chronic unemployment and resuscitate our middle class, but for the future of our global economy. And there is no time like the present. Some may say change has already overtaken us, and that we are too late to overturn the known “college for everyone” model or to prevent the next generation of unskilled workers from being replaced by technology and automation and relegated to the unemployment lines. Yet new research coming out of prestigious economic institutions and think tanks—much of which will be unveiled for the first time in these pages—tells us otherwise.

It’s time to get moving on these proven pathways. A jobs revolution is already upon us. To ensure a more prosperous future for ourselves, our children, and generations to come, we need to throw out models that no longer work. We must abandon old assumptions and embrace a new way of thinking about what a successful educational and career path can look like. All it takes is a shift in thinking and the courage to act. In doing so we can give millions of people the purpose, direction, and fulfillment that comes from satisfying, respected, and well-paid work.


1

People Without Jobs and Jobs Without People

I meet lots of interesting people in my line of work. Too many have graduated from high school with no marketable skills or experience and no idea of what to do next. They drift from one low-paid job to another, never feeling that they’ve found their place or their calling. “I was doing one thing for one month and nothing for the next,” nineteen-year-old Christopher told me. “I felt lost, unsure of where to go next.” Others are college graduates, like Michelle, who despite their expensive degrees and often after several false starts, still can’t seem to find fulfilling and meaningful work. Still others are more seasoned workers with plenty of experience under their belts who are suddenly finding themselves displaced by automation, outsourcing, or life circumstances that caused them to leave the workforce temporarily—only to find their jobs are gone upon their return.

Does this sound familiar? Do you know anyone who is feeling lost, without the skills, qualifications, or a plan for landing a rewarding and well-paying job? We meet people like this of all ages and in all classes of society, though it’s often those from disadvantaged backgrounds who have the most trouble negotiating the transition into their working lives—not because they are any less talented or intelligent, but simply because they don’t have a financial safety net to fall back on, or the community connections and support networks to help find their first job. Their parents may not have a friend or business owner they can call on for a favor—“My child is looking for work at the moment. Could you help them?” And the majority simply haven’t had access to the kind of information, education, and resources they need to navigate the complex and hypercompetitive twenty-first-century workforce.

And many are young—the members of the rising generation upon whom we have placed all our hopes of promise and progress. Jennifer Silva, a researcher on young adults and the author of the book Coming Up Short,1 has documented the uncertainty and instability felt by American eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds struggling to get a toehold in today’s world of work. It’s not a pretty picture. Many find themselves moving back in with their parents, simply because they cannot afford not to. Some struggle to earn college degrees while racking up overwhelming loans. Others are forced to resort to short-term or minimum-wage jobs in order to pay back those loans for an education that bought them next to nothing. Some join the military hoping to take advantage of its education benefits, yet sadly are unable to find employment upon returning from serving their country. And way too many of our young adults today get trapped in the never-ending cycle of debt and dependence that leaves them doubting or giving up hope they will ever be able to have the successful and rewarding work life we all dream of achieving.

Silva’s subjects are of “a family and a country that has run full circle, from middle-class suburban dreams … back to economic insecurity, riskiness, and recession.” Unable to achieve solid, decent-paying employment, the people caught in this downward spiral postpone or miss out entirely on the life events that most of us value and plan for: marriage and children, home ownership, mind-expanding travel for themselves and their children. Lacking good counseling, they make poor life and educational choices. And with no solid footholds in the present, they cannot plan for the future. Silva sees these patterns even in her own extended working-class family, writing that “my generation is slowly losing the stability hard-won by their grandparents and parents.”

While things are hard for the millions of young people entering the workforce for the first time in the toughest economy in decades, the leap into the world of work must seem even more impossible for many long-term unemployed. Getting a job after a prolonged period of unemployment can be so challenging that nearly 20 percent of them—around forty million—have simply given up and withdrawn from the labor market, according to a recent Global Employment Trends report. This is particularly true for those who left school around the time of the global financial crisis, when hiring activity froze up. There were simply no openings for them. And the longer they remained unemployed, the more disengaged they became, and the harder it got for them to break the cycle, build a résumé, get a job, acquire some skills, and move up the career ladder. Many studies have shown that hiring managers are biased against the long-term unemployed job applicant, thinking, “He must lack ability” or “She must not be motivated.” These assumptions and sometimes mean-spirited comments don’t help those who want to work—particularly those who are out there every day, pounding the pavement, looking for work, but finding their search futile, because they simply don’t have the skills that companies are looking for. And with each day that passes, the situation gets even worse; while some of their contemporaries are going to work every day, learning new things, moving ahead, and planning ahead, they are falling further and further behind. And the further behind they fall, the more quickly they give up hope. Both of which reduce the probability they will ever get onto a long-term job track and enjoy the benefits of economic security that we all want: savings in the bank, work that matters, a strong family, and a purpose-driven and meaningful life.

Making matters worse is the fact that many people entering today’s workforce—whether for the first time or after a hiatus—lack not only practical skills but what I describe as “foundation,” or “soft skills”: skills a job seeker needs to engage successfully in the world of work and, more broadly, in life, such as problem solving, the ability to work as a member of a team, and an understanding of the evolving forms of communication in the digital age.

There is no question that young people are facing the brunt of these challenging economic times. And this makes the consequences for the future much more bleak. If we don’t find a way to put these young people back on the path to gainful employment there’s the potential for an entire lost generation of people who are neither in school nor in the workforce simply “getting by” by leaning on small “paychecks” provided by parents or government support. Such a scenario would not only be devastating to society, it would threaten to derail generations of economic progress.

Of course, unemployment and underemployment are not just an American problem. Across the globe, in Europe, Asia, South America, the Middle East, and elsewhere, job seekers of all races and religions are dealing with the same challenges. The politicians and business leaders in the communities in which we live all realize that a gainful and productive workforce is the key to tomorrow’s economic future. And yet the percentage of unemployed young people in many parts of the Western world is stratospheric—in most cases twice the general rate of overall unemployment.

My home country of Australia, for example, is a land abundant in underground natural resources: iron ore, coal, diamonds, gold, and oil and gas. It’s so flush with natural resources that historically it’s been referred to as “the Lucky Country.” However, though Australia enjoyed a booming economy and relatively low unemployment for an uninterrupted decade, the global financial crisis






































OEBPS/images/Wyma_9780804140799_epub_tp_r1.jpg
JOB

HOW TO FIND WEALTH AND SUCCESS

BY DEVELOPING THE SKILLS

COMPANIES ACTUALLY NEED

Nicholas Wyman

E

CROWN
BUSINESS

New York





OEBPS/images/Wyma_9780804140799_epub_fimg_r1.jpg
Penguin
Random House
SPEAKERS BUREAU






OEBPS/images/Wyma_9780804140799_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
NICHOLAS WYMAN

HOW TO FIND WEALTH AND SUCCESS
BY DEVELOPING THE SKILLS

COMPANIES ACTUALLY NEED








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





