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Workplace a learning center
More employers offering classes to increase skill set of workers
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By MICHAEL L. DIAMOND
GANNETT NEW JERSEY

Carlene Watson, a nursing student at Brookdale Community College in Middletown, has an idea of what it will
take to survive in the workplace, and it has nothing to do with medicine.

Instead, Watson, 31, of Neptune said she needed to communicate effectively with patients, families and
doctors. So, she took a speech class.

"That helped me a lot, because I was never the type of person to stand up in class and speak up," Watson said.

Workers are finding that the basic skills of reading, writing and arithmetic no longer are enough to ensure their 
survival. Nowadays, they need to know how to speak so others get their message. They need to cooperate with 
others and solve conflicts. And they need to know how to adapt to new technology and new ideas.

The demand for an ever-widening skill set comes as the technology-dominated global economy moves full 
steam ahead, forcing New Jersey employers to become more innovative and more productive.

"For workers to survive and do well, they need a whole bunch of skills and knowledge they never needed 
before," said Dana Egreczky, vice president of work-force development for the New Jersey Chamber of 
Commerce. "The amount of skills needed today are exceedingly more than our parents needed."

There is a lot at stake. New Jersey employers are under pressure to remain competitive with companies that 
can provide the same product or service overseas less expensively. To stay ahead, employers here need a 
highly skilled work force that can continually evolve and solve problems on the fly, experts said.

At the same time, workers who have those skills have access to higher-paying jobs, which are needed to keep 
up with the state's high cost of living. U.S. workers ages 25 and older who had a bachelor's degree earned 60 
percent more than workers who had a high school diploma, according to a 2001 study by the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.

Yet there are signs the work force is falling short of the demand. As many as 40 percent of the nation's high 
school graduates said they were inadequately prepared for the demands of college and employment, according 
to a 2005 study by Achieve Inc., a Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit group hoping to raise academic 
standards.

It has left some employers with the task of training their employees. David Sizelove, president of Aquatherm 
Indus-tries, a solar-panel manufacturer in Lakewood, recently offered English classes to his mostly 
Spanish-speaking work force. To be productive as possible, workers need to solve problems on their own.

"They can't always have a supervisor standing over them interpreting," Sizelove said.

Egreczky said workers today need to know algebra and geometry. They need to learn biology, chemistry and 
physics. They need a half-year of economics, two years of a foreign language and three years of social studies.

But for all the talk about improving students' book smarts, experts say students also need skills that they would 
be hard-pressed to find in a high school curricula: The ability to express themselves; to work in teams; to be 
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curious enough that they can help in departments that might be outside of their expertise.

Ruth Ann Virgil, human re-sources manager in New Jersey for Wegmans Food Markets Inc., a Rochester, 
N.Y.-based supermarket, said her company searches for workers who can get along with each other, listen to 
customers and solve problems, figuring they can be taught about culinary trends later.

"We look for people who really are very respectful of others, people who care about the people they work with 
and our customers, people who go the extra mile for customers," Virgil said. "They want to be empowered. 
They want to make decisions."

Jennifer Cleary, senior re-search project manager for the John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development 
at Rutgers University, said the demand for broader skills isn't confined to manufacturers and retailers.

For example, scientists who once spent their days tucked away in a laboratory, developing the latest telephone 
or pharmaceutical drug, now need to present their findings to the sales and marketing team, preferably in 
layman's terms, Cleary said.

"Science companies need people with technical skills and business basics finance and accounting because in 
general, there is a greater expectation that all workers in a company are going to contribute to a company's 
bottom line," Cleary said.

For its part, the New Jersey Department of Labor and Work-place Development this year is offering $9 million in 
grants to companies that want to train their workers in basic skills, whether learning English or becoming more 
proficient with computers.

The state also provided a $1.9 million grant to the New Jersey Business and Industry Association, a trade 
group, to offer a similar program to small businesses.

"We still have a large percentage of adults in every day life unable to perform at the level that would make them 
optimal employees in the work force," Labor Commissioner David J. Socolow said. "Wages and productivity 
gains are limited until they get more training."

Still, some business groups are calling for reform so that students not only go to class, listen to the teacher and 
take a test, but also are engaged and work in teams.

In short, "how do you weave some of these skills in existing curricula?" Clearly asked.

At Brookdale, students said they were getting the message. Garrett Carmody, 22, of Middle-town, is studying 
business ad-ministration, and he said his college classes have placed a premium on communicating ideas and 
working with teams.

"Everything else you can learn while you are working," Carmody said.
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