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WANTED: Eight Critical Skills You Need 

to Succeed! 
 

Introduction 

 

 

This is a book about Critical Skills.  Its purpose is to describe in understandable terms 

what they are, why they are important, how they are determined, how they are learned, 

how they are used, how they are taught, and how they are measured.  They will be 

examined from the different perspectives of students, employers and teachers.  

 

The term, Critical Skills, includes those skills that are common to nearly every 

profession.  An individual needs them in order to succeed in a career as well as to be a 

productive citizen.  They are presented as a collection – not as individual skills.  While it 

is clear that any of them may be taught and learned independently from the others, they 

all may be learned together.  In the real world, they all are applied together – as a team.  

 

This book is not intended to make the case that there is a need for such skills to ensure 

the future health of our country and for each individual who chooses to pursue any sort of 

a career – an interesting fact that some folks seem to be discovering just now.  They are a 

generation late.  We have known this fact for over 30 years and the case for critical skills 

is self-evident.  In fact, it has been a concern of mine since the early 1980’s.  It’s too late 

to simply talk about them.   It is time for action. 
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The event that triggered my interest in skills was the 1983 publication of “A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform.”  According to the report. “. . . . while we 

can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically 

accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its people, the 

educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of 

mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. What was 

unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur--others are matching and surpassing 

our educational attainments.”  This was a wake-up call for me, and while I did not have 

a background as an educator, I decided to devote time and effort toward helping 

secondary schools address the problem.  Eventually I left the corporate world entirely to 

spend all my time to the process. 

 

What I found almost immediately was startling – and disturbing.  For the most part, 

secondary school educators were either in a state of denial that any such problem existed, 

or dismissed my concerns as those simply of an interested and outspoken parent.  

Students were simply clueless – concerned more about their scores on the required 

standardized tests for college admission.  

 

Discovering that knowing about the critical skills is important to individuals was easy.  

All I needed to do was to look into their eyes – high school students, MBA students, 

individuals seeking career counseling, and teachers.  They all seemed to know that 

“something” was important – but everyone had different ideas of what the skills were and 

how they could master or teach them. 
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My corporate consulting projects were focused on the development of Critical Skills for 

businesses as well as executive recruiting, organizational development, and career 

counseling.  These projects and counseling sessions required me to investigate the skills 

in depth.  The efforts led first to the development of presentations to the nation’s top 

MBA business school students, then into research to discover exactly what the critical 

skills are, next to publishing magazine and journal articles about the skills, creating (with 

the help of Northwestern University) a video, and finally to developing programs that 

assisted teachers at the high school level in work-based learning programs as well as 

integration of the skills into the academic curriculum at the high school level nationwide. 

(The video, created in 1987, can be viewed at:  http://criticalskillsblog.com/the-movie/.) 

 

 

In order to determine ways in which Critical Skills could be taught, I convinced two local 

high schools to try an experimental program called Field Studies with teams of students 

focusing on practicing the skills while serving their community.  The program was a huge 

success.  Student teams worked on a wide variety of field study projects for several local 

area businesses as well as local government and focused on diverse and important issues.  

(A detailed description of the Field Study process is presented in depth in the blog, http:// 

http://fieldstudiesblog.com/home/.) 

 

The most memorable of these projects was conducted for the local high school.  A team 

of six students created a service learning internship program and community service 

http://criticalskillsblog.com/the-movie/
http://highschoolfieldstudies.com/
http://highschoolfieldstudies.com/
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partnership with approximately 40 local area organizations.  The students created job 

descriptions at each of the organizations and connected each of the student tasks to the 

appropriate skill/competency to be learned.  The students then implemented and managed 

the program at the school.  It thrived for the next 20 years.  (This Field Study is presented 

in depth in the blog, http://highschoolservicelearning.com/.) 

 

In 1992 when the US Department of Labor published “Learning a Living: A Blueprint for 

High Performance, - A SCANS Report for America 2000,” I was amazed at the 

similarities of the SCANS Foundation Skills and Competencies and the “Critical Skills” 

that I had created.  Essentially they were the same. 

 

What was important to me at the time was not that the federal government had invested in 

determining the kinds of skills and competencies that were necessary for the next century, 

but that I had already created programs and projects that were actually teaching the skills 

and competencies.  What the federal government was recommending – I was doing. 

 

So I gathered the field study reports that the students had conducted over a period of two 

years and shipped them of to the SCANS Commission in Washington, DC as a 

demonstration of how students could actually do productive things while learning the 

kinds of skills and competencies the federal government was promoting. 

 

The result was surprising.  In 1993, the US Department of Labor published, “Teaching 

the SCANS Competencies” – a document that explained the SCANS foundation skills 

http://highschoolservicelearning.com/
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and competencies in detail, and highlighted a few organizations that had demonstrated 

the ability to create programs to actually teach those skills and competencies.  My small 

organization of one was among those featured. 

 

Not only was what the students and I had done featured, the document included my home 

telephone number, address and contact information.  When the document was distributed 

to schools nationwide, the phone began ringing off the hook. 

 

As a follow up action to the SCANS report, Congress passed the School to Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994.  This act created a framework for the development of School-

to-Work systems in the states that called for the integration of school-based learning with 

the real-world context of work. The act provided seven years of implementation grants to 

states through the National School-to-Work Office. 

 

I immediately became a national school-to-work technical assistant provider and created 

a work-based learning system called Coop2000® which was designed to enable schools to 

manage work-based learning systems of all kinds.   The system enabled teachers to create 

detailed work-based learning position descriptions and connected the tasks required of 

students to the SCANS foundation skills and competencies.  This made sense because if a 

student was engaged in a paid or unpaid internship where he/she would perform tasks, 

those tasks should be connected to the kinds of skills that the program was intended to 

teach. 
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The system also created authentic assessment documents where students would be 

assessed on their performance of assigned tasks based on a school-approved rubric. 

 

I created an additional management system called IS2000 (Instructional Strategies 2000) 

which enabled teachers in all areas of the traditional academic curriculum to create 

learning agreements for students.  These learning agreements contained the tasks that 

were required for students to perform in order to demonstrate their proficiency in 

mastering academic content standards.  When creating the learning agreements, teachers 

were forced to connect each of the tasks to the appropriate academic content standard. 

 

As with the Coop2000® work-based learning program, IS2000 created authentic 

assessment documents for each learning agreement from which student performance 

against the tasks and the academic content standards could be measured. 

 

Each of these systems appeared to be working fine until two events occurred:  1) 

Congress (under the control of the Republicans) defunded the School-to-Work program, 

and, 2) Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act.  Those two events essentially 

killed not only the promising school-to-work initiative, but the academic content 

standards efforts.  We appeared to be back to the beginning with a focus on standardized 

test scores as a measurement of student learning. 
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Experience with the No Child Left Behind Act confirmed that the educational system was 

focused more on achieving results on standardized testing than on teaching students the 

critical skills - including critical thinking skills. 

 

The emergence, however, of the Common Core Standards initiative has given hope to 

students for the future.  Implementing the Common Core Standards will be a massive 

challenge – gaining acceptance from states, training or hiring teachers who have the 

ability to teach to the common core, revising the curriculum, and a major revision in 

assessment systems that will (hopefully) be able to measure the level of student mastery 

of the common core standards. 

 

The Common Core Standards focus principally on critical thinking skills and the need to 

integrate these skills into the curriculum at all levels.   

 

Critical thinking skills are part of the overall Critical Skills – albeit a very important part.  

Recent surveys point out the importance of teaching critical thinking skills: 

 

• A Gallup Poll in 2013 indicates that 80% of people feel critical thinking skills 

should be taught; 

• The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) 2013 survey of 

business and non-profit leaders found that 93% believe "a demonstrated capacity 

to think critically, communicate clearly, and solve complex problems is more 

important than an undergraduate major."  
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However self-evident the need for critical thinking skills might appear, they have come 

under fire from several fronts.  While in the beginning, 44 states adopted the Common 

Core Standards, politics has reared its ugly head and more than a dozen states have thus 

far dropped out for a variety of reasons: 

• While the purpose of the common core is to integrate critical thinking with 

content, some states claim that the standards are not stringent enough.  Others 

(like Texas) reject critical thinking skills; 

 

• Critical thinking is difficult to teach – the curriculum needs to be rewritten; and 

teachers are simply not trained to teach in this manner; 

 

• Critical thinking skills are difficult to test – assessment methods are challenged; 

currently the College Board is wrestling with this problem. 

  

Critical thinking skills are at the forefront of the current education debate, but they are 

only a part of the overall mix of critical skills – albeit an important part.  We will 

examine them later in this book.   

 

Harkening back to the publication of “A Nation At Risk,” I feel strongly that we are even 

more at risk now than we were then.  It’s harder to sort out fact from fiction – to deal 

with a world that has many illusions, a more competitive job market, greater difficulty in 

getting ahead, rapidly changing technology, and a greater than ever need for a skilled 

population to maintain our democratic way of life. 

 

Wake up, America!  The challenges we face have never been greater!  

 



13 

Chapter One – The Critical Skills 

 

 

Webster’s dictionary defines skill as “the ability to do something that comes from 

training, experience, or practice.” 

 

This is the definition that I use; not some trait or characteristic that someone might have, 

but actually something that individual learns through training, experience or practice. 

 

There are many different kinds of skills.  Whether they are relevant within a particular 

context is entirely dependent upon individual circumstances.  For example, what are the 

kinds of skills needed by: 

 

• A Physician 

• A Lawyer 

• A Business Executive 

• An Airline Pilot 

• A Professional Athlete 

• A Citizen in a Democratic Society 

• Etc. 

 

Clearly the skill sets for such roles are different.  In fact, within each generalized set of 

roles there is a wide variety of subsets.  For example, a physician might be a general 

practitioner, a surgeon, a dermatologist, an obstetrician/gynecologist, a neurologist, etc.  
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While there are overlapping skills within each of these medical specialties, the total skill 

set is different for each.  This is the same for the other roles listed. 

 

My first exposure and focus on skill sets was in the corporate world.  As a management 

consultant, I dealt with individuals who held different corporate management positions, 

such as Chief Executive Officer, Vice President-Finance, Vice President-Marketing, 

Corporate Treasurer, Vice President-Human Resources, and the like.  Each of these 

positions had different skill sets as well. 

 

One of the roles I filled was to be a spokesperson at many of the nation’s top business 

schools at the MBA level.  I managed a corporate recruiting program for a major 

consulting firm and often was required to speak in front of large audiences of bright eyed 

and eager MBA students – all wanting to get ahead in the corporate world. 

 

While my lectures to these groups initially was to promote our consulting firm and to 

encourage students to interview with us, I later returned by invitation to these schools to 

give talks to larger groups of students about how to get ahead in the corporate world.  

The challenge was to give them advice on how they could progress up the ladder in the 

field of their choosing and in a wide variety of businesses.  Nearly all if not all of the 

students had a goal to eventually becoming a Chief Executive Officer (CEO). 

 

I knew the answer to the question of how to advance in a corporate environment was to 

access and demonstrate mastery of skills in doing a job.  I also knew that in order to gain 
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access to top management, there was a threshold level of management – I called it a first 

career capstone position – through which an individual MUST pass in order to advance 

to upper level management.  Such first career capstone positions included those in which 

the individual is actually in charge of some function or group . . . such as a Vice President 

– Finance, or a Vice President – Marketing, or perhaps a first level partner in a 

management consulting, accounting or law firm.   

 

Accordingly I used a graphic approach and presented to them a skill field which was 

intended to display the skill mosaic that the individual builds during his/her career on the 

way to a first level capstone position.  This skill field appears as follows: 

 

 

My intent was to show the first career capstone positions at the top of the graphic and 

then show, over time, the building of a skill mosaic that would qualify an individual to be 
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promoted to such a position.  Time progressed upward on the left and when an individual 

took a job with the organization following graduation, he/she would start at the bottom at 

Career Start. 

 

An example of the skill mosaic for a Vice President – Finance is as follows: 

 

The dots represent skills mastered in this particular mosaic for the VP – Finance. 

For a Vice President – Marketing, the skill mosaic would look as follows: 
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Clearly the skill mosaics for the two positions are different.  The skills needed to become 

a VP – Finance were specific to that position as were the skills of a VP – Marketing. 

 

My point to the students was that if they wanted to rise to the level of top management, 

they should concentrate on building a mosaic that, in their particular organization, would 

qualify them for the position. 

 

I made the additional point that in the world of the Executive Recruiter, the process was 

to build not only a position description for one of the capstone positions, but to articulate 

the skills that were necessary to have in order to be a qualified candidate for the job.  

Similarly, organizations that promoted from within would ensure that any individual who 

might be in line for such a position would have the skill mosaic pertinent to that 

particular position. 
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The use of a skill mosaic depends on who is using it.  Students and those working their 

way up the career ladder should think of building the mosaic into some clearly 

recognizable “picture” of the kind of skill set they are building.  This picture or mosaic 

has to make sense and contain demonstrated evidence of skill achievement and mastery 

in order for an individual to be promoted. 

 

The executive recruiter, however, looks at the mosaic from a different viewpoint.  

Graphically, the executive recruiter is looking for a clear mosaic of skills that paints a 

picture of the sort of position for which the search is being conducted.  Once a candidate 

who has a mosaic matching is found, the process of evaluation of the candidate can 

begin. 

 

The issue of what actually qualifies a candidate for a position is a different matter.  

Recruiters generally look for candidates who have mastered the skills in the mosaic 

contained in the position specification.  Logically, one would assume, the candidate who 

is “good at” most of the skills in the mosaic is the best candidate; but I don’t agree with 

this at all.  There are many other factors in evaluating skills that come into play – and 

these will be discussed later on in Chapter ______. 

 

Then I went on to show them the overlap of the two different positions – demonstrating 

that for these particular positions, there were skills that were common to both.  This is 

shown as follows: 
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I pointed out that the skills common to each position were critical skills that no matter 

what position they were targeting, they MUST develop competency in those skills. 

 

At about this time during the course of my presentation at the Stanford Business School, 

one of the young female MBA students near the back of the room raised her hand and 

asked the key question: “Well, this is all very nice.  But can you put WORDS to the 

dots?” 

 

It was a simple and obvious question that caught me by surprise.  I should have 

anticipated it – and somehow managed to answer the question essentially “shooting from 

the hip.” 
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The question haunted me.  On the way back to Chicago from San Francisco, I made a list 

of all the first career capstone positions I could think of – there were 30 of them by the 

time the plane landed. 

 

I was fortunate to have access to the files of a couple of top level executive recruiting 

firms and gathered approximately 30 position specifications for EACH of the 30 first 

level capstone positions.  This was excellent information because it represented not the 

results of a survey, but actual position specifications for which corporations paid a large 

amount of money – approximately $40,000 per specification.  In total, I had 900 position 

specifications representing approximately $36 Million in executive search fees.  It was a 

gold mine of information.  My original intent was to create the skill mosaic of each first 

level capstone position and perhaps publish the results in a book that might be available 

in every college bookstore. 

 

I then proceeded to take the position specifications for each first level capstone position 

and develop the skill mosaics.  This was tedious but rewarding work and the skill mosaics 

began to emerge. 

 

While I was preparing the skill mosaics of each first level capstone position, I noticed 

that there were several skills that appeared regardless of the position specification.  This 

was intriguing and I shifted my focus to determine the set of skills that were common to 

ALL of the positions.   
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I was stunned by the results.  The skills common to all just seemed to magically appear 

and were consistent in nearly all of the position specifications.  

 

I categorized the skills as follows – in order of priority.  The percentage number indicates 

the percentage of position specifications that listed the particular skill as essential: 

 

• Communications  (92%) 

• Production (85%) 

• Information  (80%) 

• Analysis  (80%) 

• Interpersonal  (75%) 

• Technology  (70%) 

• Time Management  (67%) 

• Continued Education (55%) 

 

I had found the “Critical Skills.” 

 

This set of critical skills is generic in that one can clearly recognize that the critical skills 

for one organization might have different priorities than others and, in fact, may be 

slightly different.  Additionally, the critical skills should not be confused with the Core 

Competencies of an organization which are different and unique to each particular 

organization.  The generic nature of the critical skills is, however, valid when taken from 

the perspective of an individual in high school or college engaged in the process of 
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learning and practicing them for future use.  We will examine the unique critical skills 

and core competencies of organizations in a later chapter. 

 

The next step in the research was to develop clear definitions of each of the critical skills.   

These definitions are as follows: 

Communications 

The ability to get ideas out of your head and into the heads of others; the ability 

to get ideas out of someone else’s head and into your own – all through the 

process of reading, writing, listening and speaking. 

 

Production 

The production skill is often referred to as “making it happen.” 

Simply put, it is the ability to convert an idea into reality . . . to convert a concept 

or idea into a product. 

Information 

The information skill is simply the ability to gather and sort relevant information 

pertaining to a particular problem to be solved or issue to be resolved.  The skill 

also implies that the information gathered and sorted is judged or proved to be 

true. 

Analysis 

The Analysis skill is the process of developing findings from facts, and 

conclusions from findings.   
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It is best described by p → q  or “p” implies “q.”  This is logic in its simplest 

form – a syllogism  – a logical argument that uses deductive reasoning to arrive at 

a conclusion based on one or more hypotheses that are or are assumed to be true.  

If the hypothesis (p) is true, then deductive reasoning can arrive at a conclusion 

(q) that will be true.  If the hypothesis (p) is not true, then even the best deductive 

reasoning will arrive at a conclusion that may or may not be true.  One gathers 

information and facts which are tested for truth, derives findings from the facts 

(what the facts mean) and from the findings draws one or more conclusions. 

Interpersonal 

The interpersonal skill is not a skill that enables you to win friends. 

Rather, it is a skill that is best described by how others view you after you have 

worked with them on the job or in some sort of project. 

It is more of a Teamwork skill. 

It is NOT a political skill. 

If you have the Interpersonal skill, then after you have worked with others, you 

have left them with the feeling that you have contributed value to the effort. 

Technology 

The technology skill does NOT mean that you should be good at designing 

electronic circuit boards or anything that even resembles technical design or 

expertise. 

Instead, the technology skill is simply an ability to SELECT the appropriate 

technology that is most efficient and useful to accomplish a specific task. 

Time Management 
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The  time management skill enables an individual to determine what tasks are 

most important and how to devote the appropriate amount of time to accomplish 

those tasks to a high level of quality. 

 

Another way to look at the skill is this: You go to work in the morning and you 

know you have 10 things to do.  Four of those things are critical . . . but YOU 

have to figure out which four of the ten are in that category.  Then you have to 

(sort of) fake it on the rest. 

Continued Education 

The continued education skill is simply the ability to constantly learn new 

techniques, master changing technologies, keep up with changes in an industry, 

and the like.  It recognizes that our world is changing rapidly through technology 

and other advances, and we need training and continuous learning to keep 

current in our fields. 

 

The entire set of eight critical Skillsc may be defined as “the skills that an individual 

needs to master in order to advance in any career.”  The critical skills should be familiar 

to all, inasmuch as various lists of skills that must be learned have been widely published.  

However, many (if not all) of these lists either contain part of the critical skills.  Use the 

other sets if you want – so long as they include or simply express in other words the 

critical skills.  The most well known of these other skill sets will be discussed in a later 

chapter. 
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It is important to note that the critical skills do not replace content knowledge.  An 

individual who is strong in content knowledge but weak in the critical skills is as 

ineffective as an individual who is strong in critical skills but weak in content knowledge.  

Each is dependent upon the other.  Individuals must learn and master principles and 

knowledge of academic content – and in order for these principles and knowledge to be 

effectively used, the individuals must master the critical skills.  The critical skills enable 

an individual to apply and use content. 

 

The most important features of the critical skills are that they are relevant and easy to 

understand.  Each of the skills has considerable depth, but one can easily understand 

what they are and how they apply to one’s career and success in life.  We will go into 

considerable detail on each skill in later chapters and discuss not only what they are, how 

they are learned, how they may be taught, and how you can use them to get ahead in your 

career. 

 

The quality of this set of critical skills is high.  They were derived not from a survey, but 

from actual executive searches conducted by corporations seeking individuals to fill these 

first level capstone positions.  Each search position specification was carefully drafted 

and the process for each search cost the search client approximately $40,000.  The 

specifications represented real needs and are not some individual’s thoughts or notions. 

 

The critical skills cut across functional lines.  They represent the skill requirements of 

individuals who become prospective candidates for such positions as Vice President – 



26 

Finance, Vice President – Marketing, Partner in a service firm, General Manager of a 

division, and the like.  Each position specification articulated the skill requirements that, 

taken as a whole, boiled down to the eight critical skills as a set. 

 

The critical skills cut across industry lines.  They are uniform for individuals in the 

service industry, consumer packaged goods industry, financial industry, heavy 

manufacturing industry, and the like.   

 

Each of the critical skills is a learned skill.  A of the critical skills must be practiced and 

mastered in order to be used effectively.  Entire training industries are created around one 

or more of the critical skills.  There are courses in the various means of communications 

– writing, listening, reading and speaking.  There are organizations that specialize in 

teaching teamwork and interpersonal skills to be applied on the job and in life itself.  

Probably the most effective teaching method of the critical skills is the use of the Socratic 

method of case study discussion.  The Harvard Business School, for example, relies 

solely on the case study method where individuals are required to read and understand 

specific cases dealing with various issues, and then to engage in open dialogue and 

debate among 70 or more bright individuals guided by an experienced case study 

instructor or professor.  This activity and approach not only teaches students about the 

various real life issues faced in the real world, but challenges them to openly articulate 

their arguments and debate with others the merits of their analysis or opinions. 
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Understanding and mastery of each of the critical skills improves with practice.  

Learning the critical skills requires engagement and application in a training or real life 

situation.  There are many ways to learn the critical skills, and many are not restricted to 

the academic classroom.  Team sports, for example, teaches the interpersonal skill and 

teamwork; performing arts teaches not only interpersonal and teamwork skills, but also 

the communications skill as well as the production skill; participating in a debate team 

offers an excellent opportunity not only to practice the communications and teamwork 

skills, but also the information and analytical skills.  These examples of engagement and 

training are safe places to practice the critical skills – much less risky than trying to apply 

them without prior practice in the real world where the consequences are high and when 

they have not been mastered.   

 

The critical skills are necessary to advance in a career.   As pointed out in the 

development of the critical skills, an individual must show proficiency in these skills in 

order to advance toward a first level capstone position.  This implies that from the start in 

a career, an individual should begin to practice and master these skills.  Not only are they 

necessary to crack the first career capstone ceiling, they are necessary to advance further 

up the career ladder.  In fact, if one looks at the position specifications of a Chief 

Executive Officer, the position itself demands mastery of these skills.   

 

Many independent surveys point out that critical skills are the most important skills 

sought in the recruiting process.  A member-based advisory company, CEB, published 

findings regarding the vital need for critical skills that are important both to employees 
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and employers.  Conrad Schmidt, global research officer for CEB, who frames the 

problem in this way: 

“Employees today have more ambiguous objectives and are working with larger groups 

of stakeholders, making both flexibility and the ability to collaborate ‘must-have’ 

competencies for companies seeking higher levels of performance. Important business 

decisions are also being made lower in the organization, putting an even higher premium 

on good judgment. Building the next generation of high-performers will require 

organizations to cultivate these skills within their employee base and to be keenly aware 

of the dramatic shifts occurring in today’s work environment.” 

 

Critical skills are hard to teach.  Each of the critical skills is teachable – either by 

themselves or in groups.  Probably the best example of how the critical skills may be 

taught is to simply examine the curriculum and methodology used by the Harvard 

Business School (HBS).  This is the Socratic method of teaching that relies on the 

professor to simply guide an in depth discussion and essentially let the students do the 

teaching themselves while practicing the critical skills.  HBS exclusively uses the case 

study method where students are given three cases per day – each in a different subject 

area – and students engage one another in active debate about the various case issues.  In 

another example, the information and analysis skills are taught in the same way as critical 

thinking skills although there are processes by which these skills may be taught outside 

the classroom.  In teaching the critical thinking skills (information and analysis), the 

teacher must be strong enough to engage the students in open conversation, letting them 
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articulate their points of view either verbally or in writing, and then engage in open 

conversation or debate.  This is, for some teachers accustomed only to lecturing, quite 

difficult.  In fact, one of the opposing arguments to the implementation of Common Core 

Standards is that it will require significant teacher training.  In the chapters dealing with 

each of the critical skills, the teaching methodology will be discussed in detail. 

 

Assessing the level of mastery of the critical skills is difficult.  Critical skills do not lend 

themselves well to multiple choice examinations.  Instead, they require what is known as 

Authentic Assessment where student performance is assessed through demonstration and 

measurement against an established rubric.  The assessment issue is one of the difficult 

parts of implementing Common Core Standards on a widespread basis – especially for 

critical thinking skills.  There is considerable debate regarding how this should be done, 

and even the College Board is struggling with ways to incorporate critical thinking skill 

assessment into college entrance examination.   

 

A wide variety of training programs are available to teach the critical skills.  A simple 

process of surfing the internet will reveal numerous companies, schools and other 

organizations that involve teaching and training programs pointed at the critical skills.  

One can easily find organizations that provide either online training or seminars in such 

areas as communications, analysis, critical thinking, setting priorities, interpersonal, time 

management, and the like.  Examples of such training programs will be shown in each of 

the chapters focusing on a particular critical skill. 
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Critical skills are important in government – especially in a democratic society.  While 

many consider Congress to be dysfunctional, the law-making process requires open 

debate, communications, analysis, interpersonal skills and compromise.  The executive 

branch utilizes the communications skills, production skills, technology skills,  

 

Businesses can apply the critical skills in a variety of ways.  Many businesses have 

developed what are known as their core competencies – skills that not only are important 

to the business for individuals to advance, but skills that make them unique and set them 

apart from competitors.  Smart businesses that know what critical skills are most 

important for them often tailor their entry level recruiting activities around the skills most 

important to them.  Such companies also provide internal training programs to enable 

employees to learn and master certain critical skills.  Additionally, when engaging an 

executive search firm to fill a particular position, the position specification used by the 

executive search firm will clearly articulate the specific critical skills that are required in 

order for an individual to be a candidate for the position.  Executive search firms who are 

adept in interviewing candidates will conduct an assessment – mostly through the 

interview process – of an individual’s demonstrated capabilities in the critical skills listed 

in the position specification.   

 

Determining a company’s critical skills is a relatively easy exercise and pays high 

dividends.  Later on in this book I will describe the process by which such critical skills 

have been determined and the impact this knowledge of their critical skills. 
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In summary, the importance of the critical skills is profound.  The need for such skills is 

apparent in our daily lives as we go about our business of trying to advance in our 

careers, being members of a family, and being citizens in a democratic society.   We have 

known about these skills and their importance for over a generation; and now is the time 

to do something about them! 
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Chapter 2 – Skill Sets 

 

 

There is a wide variety of skill sets that claim to describe the critical skills.  Most are 

grounded in the creator’s informal research, discussions with high schools, common 

sense, survey data, and gut feeling because such critical skills sets seem to be self-evident 

and do make sense.  The ones that I have seen make sense, although the authors generally 

do not get specific about how they were derived.  Some are more comprehensive than my 

own set of critical skills – perhaps with the feeling that having more skills covers more 

bases and is somehow better.  I disagree. 

 

My first experience in creating skill sets was as a consultant conducting an organizational 

study for a large organization.   One of our major tasks was to write detailed position 

descriptions for the various key positions in the organization listing not only the specific 

job tasks for which the individual would be responsible, but the necessary skills that the 

individual should have in order to perform the job effectively. 

 

Later some studies involved developing skills sets for corporations.  One particular study 

involved gathering data about and creating key skill requirements for a management job 

for a large retail building supply store.  The intent of this study was to determine not only 

what sorts of skills the managers needed in the job, but to show what skills the company 

could effectively conduct in company training programs and also what key skills the 

company should look for in candidates when recruiting.   
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These particular skill sets were not generic in the sense that they were focused on the 

specific company and the skills that set them apart from their competitors.  Accordingly, 

some of the skills were categorized as core competencies – skills that are unique to an 

organization and some were categorized as generic.  The core competencies were, for the 

most part, production skills – that is, skills that enabled the company to do things unique 

to that particular organization.  This might be called making it happen in their own way.  

The core competencies articulated the skills that the company was particularly good at – 

setting them apart from their competitors. 

 

These experiences are what established my focus on skill sets in general, and ultimately 

led to the research and development of the critical skills as described in Chapter One.  I 

used the critical skills as the objective of the teaching and learning programs I created for 

high school students.  These programs consisted largely of Field Studies which were, in 

effect, rather straightforward business consulting projects designed for students to do 

with local area businesses.  The Field Studies forced students to communicate in writing 

what they were going to do, articulate the specific issues they intended to address, 

develop interview guides with open ended questions designed to obtain information 

relevant to the issues, create a work plan to enable them to do various elements of the 

project during a pre-determined time frame, conduct the interviews and collect the data, 

analyze the data to determine the findings and conclusions relating directly to the issues 

being addressed, and write a coherent and clear report articulating their findings, 

conclusions and recommendations.  In short, Field Studies encompassed all of the critical 

skills and proved to be effective learning tools for the students. 
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SCANS 

In 1990, the US Secretary of Labor appointed a commission to determine the skills our 

young people need to succeed in the world of work. The commission's fundamental 

purpose was to encourage a high-performance economy characterized by high-skill, high-

wage employment.  Ultimately called the “Secretary’s Commission on Achieving 

Necessary Skills” (SCANS), the commission produced and published “What Work 

Requires of Schools – A SCANS Report for America 2000.” 

 

The SCANS report created a list of three foundation skills and five competencies, each of 

which contained subsets of skills that the commission claimed would lead to work place 

knowhow.  The SCANS skill set, taken from the SCANS report, are as follows: 

WORKPLACE KNOW-HOW 

 
The know-how identified by SCANS is made up of five competencies and a three-part foundation of 

skills and personal qualities that are needed for solid job performance. These include: 

 

COMPETENCIES  Effective workers can productively use: 

 

Resources - allocating time, money, materials, space, and staff; 

 

Interpersonal Skills - working on teams, teaching others, serving customers, leading, 

negotiating, and working well with people from culturally diverse backgrounds; 

 

Information - acquiring and evaluating data, organizing and maintaining files, interpreting and 

communicating, and using computers to process information; 

 

Systems - understanding social, organizational, and technological systems, monitoring and 

correcting performance, and designing or improving systems; 

 

Technology - selecting equipment and tools, applying technology to specific tasks, and 

maintaining and troubleshooting technologies. 

 

FOUNDATION SKILLS     Competence requires: 

 

Basic Skills - reading, writing, arithmetic and mathematics, speaking, and listening; 
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Thinking Skills - thinking creatively, making decisions, solving problems, seeing things in the 

mind's eye, knowing how to learn, and reasoning; 

 

Personal Qualities - individual responsibility, self-esteem, sociability, self-management, and 

integrity. 

 

Source:  SCANS REPORT; US Department of Labor; 1991 

 

 

When I examined these skills, it became clear that they incorporated the critical skills, 

although I felt that when designing programs for students, they would be more difficult to 

apply than the critical skills.  Nevertheless, given the wide reach of the US Department of 

Labor compared to my own, I began to incorporate the SCANS Foundation skills and 

Competencies into my programs – especially the work-based learning management 

software programs.  (Secretly I always felt . . . and still do . . . that the critical skills I 

have presented were derived from more comprehensive research and lent themselves 

toward easier project or curriculum design; but at the time I was not about to compete 

with the US Government and start a debate about which skill set was better.  For me, the 

SCANS foundation skills and competency – while harder to work with – served the 

purpose of bringing a set of critical skills into the workplace and the classroom.) 

 

It is important to point out that the SCANS Foundation Skills and Competencies were 

developed through the use of surveys and discussions – not from actual use by businesses 

in hiring individuals as were the critical skills.  Accordingly, I felt that they were not 

really as good as the critical skills, but incorporated enough of those skills to be 

workable.   
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My next step was to bundle up some of the Field Studies that I had conducted with 

student teams – field studies that actually taught the Critical Skills – and sent them to the 

executive director of SCANS in Washington, DC.  To my surprise, SCANS featured the 

Critical Skills and the work that I had done with students as an example of how the 

SCANS foundation skills and competencies could be taught in their 1992 publication 

entitled Teaching the SCANS Competencies.  SCANS then sent the report to virtually 

every school in the United States.  Since what I had done was a featured part of the book, 

their including my home telephone number eventually led to the phone ringing off the 

hook with calls from schools that wanted help.    

 

SCANS gave rise to the passing of the School to Work Opportunities Act of 1994 which 

provided grants to states to serve as seed money to start sustainable work-based learning 

programs and other such programs that would enable students to learn and practice these 

skills.   

 

I became a National School to Work Technical Assistance Provider meaning that I was 

“blessed” by the SCANS commission so that schools and organizations that received 

grants for implementation could use my services.  I was in business! 

 

Over the next few years I developed and provided to schools a work-based learning 

management system (software) that enabled schools to create and manage substantive 

work-based learning programs.  This software created work-based learning agreements 

and connected the tasks to be performed by student interns with the SCANS foundation 
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skills and competencies.  The theory was – and still is – that students engaged in an 

internship should be doing tasks that directly connect to the SCANS skills – otherwise, 

they should not be doing the tasks.  The software also included authentic assessment 

documents with which the employer and school could give the students a performance 

appraisal based on SCANS.  Ultimately the software was used by approximately 4,000 

sites in over 40 states. 

 

Both SCANS and the School to Work programs resulting from the Act drew considerable 

opposition from conservatives who felt that the programs would earmark students at an 

early age for specific vocational careers.  This was, of course, absurd, but ultimately a 

more conservative Congress was successful in defunding the School to Work program.  

This was ironic in that the impetus for SCANS came from the Bush/Quayle 

administration and was carried on by the Clinton administration.  Politics, however, 

eventually killed the program, and many highly effective work-based learning programs 

in schools throughout the country were eventually abandoned. 

 

Other Skill Sets 

 

Dr. Tony Wagner, currently serving as an Expert In Residence at Harvard University’s 

new Innovation Lab, published in 2008 his excellent book, The Global Achievement Gap 

which listed seven survival skills which are much like the critical skills.  These skills 

include: 
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• CRITICAL THINKING AND PROBLEM SOLVING 

 

• COLLABORATION ACROSS NETWORKS AND LEADING BY INFLUENCE 

 

• AGILITY AND ADAPTABILITY 

 

• INITIATIVE AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

• EFFECTIVE ORAL AND WRITTEN COMMUNICATION 

 

• ACCESSING AND ANALYZING INFORMATION 

 

• CURIOSITY AND IMAGINATION 

 

Dr. Wagner’s skill set was developed through his experience as an educator, visits to 

suburban school systems and he effectively puts school problems in the larger context of 

the demands of the global knowledge economy.  I find his skill set useful – simple to 

understand – yet comprehensive and totally appropriate around which to design academic 

or work-based learning programs. 

 

The University of Kent (UK) has an excellent website that enables visitors to learn about 

the top ten most important skills employers want and to actually take self-assessment 

and/or aptitude tests specific to the skill set offered by the university.  The top ten skills 
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were derived from surveys and closely resemble the critical skills.  The website address 

for this excellent resource is:  http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/top-ten-skills.htm.  The 

top ten skills, taken directly from this website are as follows: 

 

VERBAL 

COMMUNICATION 

1 Able to express your ideas clearly and confidently in 

speech 

TEAMWORK  2 Work confidently within a group  

COMMERCIAL 

AWARENESS 

3 Understand the commercial realities affecting the 

organisation. 

ANALYSING & 

INVESTIGATING  

4 Gather information systematically to establish facts & 

principles. Problem solving. 

INITIATIVE/SELF 

MOTIVATION  

5 Able to act on initiative, identify opportunities & 

proactive in putting forward ideas & solutions 

DRIVE 6 Determination to get things done. Make things happen & 

constantly looking for better ways of doing things. 

WRITTEN 

COMMUNICATION 

7 Able to express yourself clearly in writing 

PLANNING & 

ORGANISING 

8 Able to plan activities & carry them through effectively 

FLEXIBILITY 9 Adapt successfully to changing situations & 

environments 

TIME 

MANAGEMENT 

10 Manage time effectively, prioritising tasks and able to 

work to deadlines. 

 

Other skill sets that I have seen appear to be based less on solid research and more on a 

quick survey or the notions of an author who is writing a short article.  Many if not most 

seem to focus directly on critical thinking skills and not the critical skills as a whole.    

 

Dealing with other skill sets, I suppose it is feasible to conduct a project that examines all 

of the skill sets created and published over the past ten plus years to determine some sort 

http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/top-ten-skills.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/communicating.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/communicating.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/teamwork.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/commercialawareness.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/commercialawareness.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/excellence.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/excellence.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/written-communication.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/written-communication.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/skillsactionplanning.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/skillsactionplanning.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/adaptability.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/time.htm
http://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/sk/time.htm
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of consensus.   Yet, it would probably make more sense to simply use a different set of 

skills so long as it makes sense to you and covers most if not all of the critical skills. 

 

Bear in mind that skill sets having more skills does not necessarily make them better.  In 

fact, when designing work-based learning or academic programs, having a large number 

of specific skills within a set spreads the skills too thin among various tasks within a 

project and, in my own opinion, does not serve to strengthen the teaching and learning 

experience.  Moreover, having many more skills within a set makes the authentic 

assessment problem much more difficult while not seeming to gain any quality 

improvement in teaching and learning as a result of the greater number of skills in the set 

being used.  This is a situation which, I feel, the less is more principle applies. 

 

As a word of advice in choosing a set of critical skills from which academic or work-

based learning programs can be designed – or – to use as a personal guideline for your 

own education or career growth, make sure that you understand exactly where the author 

came up with a particular set of skills.  Solid research is best, in my own opinion, 

followed by comprehensive surveys (such as were done by the SCANS commission).  An 

author’s notions from his/her own experience or taken from a few conversations with 

individuals in the business world, fellow faculty members, and a few secondary schools 

or community colleges presents a riskier choice. 

 

Common Core Standards 

 



41 

We hear a lot about the Common Core Standards these days and the efforts to implement 

them in the nation’s schools as well as highly vocal opposition.  The Common Core 

Standards are NOT skill sets, but deserve to be mentioned.  Instead, they are (or are 

supposed to be) standards that incorporate critical thinking skills into the teaching and 

learning process.  The intent is to enhance the students’ understanding of basic concepts 

and to develop the skills needed to actually use what they have learned.  On the surface 

this is an excellent idea. 

 

The problems arise in assessment or testing the students’ mastery of the Common Core.  

The Common Core Standards do not lend themselves well to standardized multiple 

choice testing.  They are, however, able to be measured through authentic assessment 

where a student must actually demonstrate mastery of the skills through performance 

and/or demonstration against an acceptable rubric.  This takes time and is difficult.  There 

are national organizations, including the College Board, working feverishly on 

developing assessment instruments.  Time will tell if these instruments prove to be 

effective.  Assessments dealing with the Common Core Standards will be addressed in 

Chapter thirteen of this book. 

 

Academic Content vs Skills 

 

There is a classic debate among educators about whether to emphasize academic content 

or skills in instruction.  There should be no debate at all.  The answer is that you have to 

emphasize both and we have known that since the time of Plato. Students need both 
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practical know how as well as content understanding if they are to be productive citizens 

- let alone future professionals in virtually any field.  We can't sacrifice either.    

 

Teaching only to content leaves student able to answer multiple choice questions on a 

high stakes examination where the outcomes of such tests include not only the student’s 

ability to get into a college but a measurement of performance of the school itself.  High 

test scores are supposed to mean that excellent learning and teaching has taken place.   

 

This is nonsense – but it is what our educational system has been doing for years. 

 

Connecting the results of a high stakes multiple choice examination to a decision about 

whether to keep a school open or not naturally results in the school’s focusing on 

teaching students how to take the test and receive high grades.  That they might not be 

learning anything seems to be a moot point. 

 

Imagine the solitude of a student whose head is crammed full of content knowledge and 

an ability to take standardized tests – but has no or very few of the kinds of skills 

necessary to use such knowledge.  The knowledge that he/she might have that enables an 

in-depth understanding of the content material is most likely shallow at best – even 

though he/she can demonstrate an ability to select the right answer from a set of multiple 

choices.  
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Imagine the frustration, on the other hand, of a student whose primary base of knowledge 

is the critical skills with little or no content knowledge of understanding.   I’ll admit that 

this is rather difficult to imagine, because the simple process of learning the critical skills 

requires the understanding of at least something – but, at the extreme, having the ability 

to do a lot of things – but having nothing to do those things with – would be frustrating 

indeed.  

 

The Bottom Line 

For me, the bottom line is not necessarily what set of skills one might choose to focus 

upon during the process of teaching and learning; the important thing is that there is a 

focus on some set of skills that compliments what is needed in today’s world and that of 

the future; and a strong effort to integrate the teaching of those skills into strong 

academic content. 

 

The challenges of such a bottom line comes from many sources.  Sadly, one of the 

sources is from teachers themselves – critical skills are hard to teach, and integrating 

them into academic content requires engagement with students – not just serving as a 

talking head lecturer.   

 

 

The power of opposition to critical thinking and to a focus on skills is very strong;  in the 

late 1990’s opposition to the School-to-Work (STW) initiative eventually led to Congress 

defunding the STW programs.  Apparently the argument at the time was that the federal 
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government was embarking on a mission to designate students even at the middle school 

level as vocational and point these students in non-college bound academic tracks.  

Opponents made their argument through an excellent application of effective 

communications skills and convinced Congress to defund the programs.  This was a good 

example of how strong communications skills can sell ideas and programs that are based 

on pure nonsense.  In the end, it was the students who suffered as schools shifted back 

toward teaching toward multiple choice high stakes tests and students worked diligently 

to increase their competence in multiple choice test-taking. 
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Chapter 3 – Other Skills and Competencies 

 

There is widespread confusion about what skills and competencies are, and there is no 

accepted protocol regarding appropriate categorization.  Accordingly, in this book I am 

providing my own definitions of skills and competencies in a simple and hopefully 

understandable manner.  The intent of the simplicity is to enhance understanding of how 

skills may be determined, assessed, and used in such practices as education, employee 

assessment, training and recruiting. 

 

Technically, the words skill and competency have essentially the same meaning:  each 

represents an ability to do something well, successfully or efficiently.  Realistically in the 

context of today’s world, they are not quite the same – particularly when referring to core 

competencies.  We’ll look first at skills. 

 

Skills 

Critical Skills are usually generic when applied to education and planning for one’s 

career.  The ability to communicate, make things happen (production), gather and process 

information (information), analyze the information (analysis), work effectively as a 

member of a team (interpersonal), select the appropriate technology to solve a problem 

(technology), set priorities and manage time (time management), and continued education 

cut across all industries and functional areas.  The order of priority in listing the skills in 

this book represents the results of the research cutting across all kinds of industry. 
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Critical skills may vary from organization to organization depending upon the priority 

that is given to a particular skill.  In the end, however, while they may be written in 

slightly different words, they generally mean the same.  In this context, therefore, critical 

skills are relatively constant but perhaps reprioritized from organization to organization.  

This is the way my practice deals with the critical skills - keeping the general definitions 

of the critical skills, but prioritizing them based on their specific importance to the nature 

of a given business. 

 

Competencies 

 

Core competencies, on the other hand, are specific – very specific – and can be dynamic.  

A core competency is generally defined as a unique capability or advantage that 

distinguishes an enterprise from its competitors.  The term originated in a 1990 Harvard 

Business Review article authored by C.K. Prahalad and Gary Hamel.  Core competencies 

define the things that a company is particularly “good at” and things that competitors 

would have difficulty in replicating.   

 

Highly successful companies such as Apple and Nike certainly know and have 

established core competencies relating to their traditional businesses; but these companies 

also have recognized and have demonstrated that business models change and a company 

needs to periodically redefine or augment its stable of core competencies.  Nike, for 

example, is not only good at making and selling shoes, but is also in the business of high 

tech wristbands to monitor athletic performance – something completely different from 
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shoes but totally consistent with the rapidly changing and developing technology market.  

As another example, Apple has augmented its core competency of unique designs with 

that of search, maps, and things of interest and of important use to consumers. 

 

Core competencies pertain to organizations and not to individuals.  Critical skills relate to 

individuals and not to organizations.  This book is focused on critical skills, and therefore 

will not probe into the development and management of core competencies. 

 

Technical Skills 

There are two sets of skills in a position description.  One set is the critical skills and the 

other set is the technical skills. 

 

Technical skills are those particular skills that, aside from the critical ckills, are applied 

on a particular job or function.  For example, the technical skills for a corporate treasurer 

are not the same as those for a Vice President of Human Resources – even though the 

critical skills for each position are the same.  Similarly the technical skills are different 

from those of a Vice President – Manufacturing and a Vice President – Marketing and a 

Partner in a consulting or accounting firm. 

 

An easy way to visualize what technical skills are is to view them graphically as follows: 
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The technical skills are shown in the darkened grey area.  These skills represent the 

specific skills needed to perform the tasks of a Vice President – Marketing.  As one might 

suspect, they vary from organization to organization and change over time with 

developments of technology, reorganization, product change, and the like.  In some 

organizations, these skills might be called “core competencies” that are unique to that 

particular organization – but I personally hesitate in using the term “core competencies” 

in describing a job description for an individual.  The technical skills are the kinds of 

skills that, for the most part, are learned within the organization or in similar 

organizations that market similar products. 

 

Generally when conducting an executive search, the position specification will be written 

in three parts:  1) an overall summary of the position, 2) a listing of the specific job tasks 

and responsibilities, and 3) a listing of the skills necessary to be considered as a candidate 

for the position.  The “technical skills” will often be mixed in with the job tasks as well 

as the listing of skills.   
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Examples of the technical skills that might be contained in a Vice President – Consumer 

Marketing position are as follows: 

 

• Demonstrated ability to manage often outsourced marketing activities for 

consumer packaged goods (public relations, website, etc.) 

 

• Experience in selecting, deploying, and using marketing and sales software 

applications unique to consumer packaged goods. 

 

• Experience with analyzing and utilizing syndicated research data (e.g. IRI or 

Nielsen) and primary marketing research (qualitative and quantitative)  

 

 

These sorts of skills are learned and practiced “on the way up” the corporate ladder in 

lower level positions – and they tend to change over time with advancements in 

technology or substantive changes in the business.  They are the pieces of a mosaic of 

skills that one builds over time so that he/she will have the necessary qualifications for 

the first level capstone job.  While an individual is busy working in a lower level position 

gaining marketing skills, his/her colleague is over in the financial area gaining skills in 

the financial function and aiming for the financial first level capstone job. 

 

But technical skills are not the critical skills which are hopefully learned and practiced by 

all who are in the organization . . . and those critical skills are a key part of the mosaic for 

all of the first level capstone positions. 

 

The Skill Mosaic 

When speaking to groups of MBA students about how to get ahead in the corporate 

world, I suggest to them that they consider what they are doing throughout their careers 
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as building a mosaic of skills.  Over time as they gain experience, their skill mosaic will 

change and become clear – ultimately defining them with a certain type of background 

that might qualify them for positions that require that sort of background. 

 

In essence, both executive recruiters and internal company development programs focus 

on the same thing:  executive recruiters prepare a position specification that articulates 

the skill mosaic for which they will be assessing potential candidates, and internal 

development programs attempt to build employee skills – i.e., add pieces to their skill 

mosaic – so that eventually they become candidates for the first level capstone positions 

and can be promoted from within. 

 

Learning the Skills – Hard and Soft 

 

Preparing early for a career or simply for life in general requires learning skills with 

which one can meet the challenges of the time.  In this context, the critical skills might be 

referred to as the soft skills and traditional academic content such as the ability to read 

and write, understand the principles of mathematics, and the like considered as the hard 

skills. 

 

Such preparation can begin as early as elementary school.  In fact, most of the current K-

12 classroom education consists of teaching the hard skills.  The soft skills – the critical 

skills – are learned less in the classroom and more from extracurricular activities such as 

performing arts, athletics, specific classes such as speech and/or debate, and the like.   
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The current focus on the Common Core Standards is an attempt to inject teaching of 

some of the soft skills – such as critical thinking – into the traditional academic 

curriculum – especially mathematics and English.  While many states have adopted the 

common core standards, some have opted out, claiming that they want to establish higher 

standards, or that they object to the federal government mandating such standards, or that 

the common core standards are hard to teach, or that they object to the efforts to develop 

standardized test to assess these skills. 

 

It is true that the communications skills – the ability to read, write, listen and speak – are 

taught directly in the K-12 academic classroom.  However, most of the focus is on 

teaching students how to read and write – not necessarily how to listen and speak.  

Teaching students how to listen and speak requires active class participation and the 

encouragement of open discussion in the classroom.  This is hard for teachers to do. 

 

Assessing the level of mastery of the soft skills is even harder to do.  Multiple choice 

tests fail in their attempts to assess these skills.  The most effective way of assessing such 

skills is by authentic assessment where students are required to demonstrate mastery of 

the skills against an approved rubric.  This form of assessment is harder to accomplish 

and the results are much harder to use for comparison of teaching and learning 

effectiveness on a broad scale – such as school to school and state to state. 
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Teaching the hard skills and content are generally accomplished by using the lecture 

format where teachers do the talking and students do the listening.  For many years the 

common way to assess these skills has been the multiple choice standardized test.  This 

has led, in many instances, to the practice of teaching to the test where students become 

adept at taking such tests but do not master either the content or the meaning and 

potential application of such content. 

 

There is widespread agreement of the need to inject teaching of the soft skills into the K-

12 academic curriculum.  There are multiple examples of how schools have made this 

approach work, but these examples are spotty at best and still need to be developed.   

 

The challenge of enriching the teaching of academic content and supplementing that 

effort with teaching of the soft skills is a major one and one that desperately needs to be 

successfully met.  The future of our children depends on it. 
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Chapter 4 – The Communications Skills 

 

 

Marlys stood at the podium and looked at each of the members of her audience.  She had 

been nervous when she started her presentation of recommendations regarding how the 

medical clinic could improve their services.  When she finished, however, her confidence 

beamed.   

 

“Any questions?” she asked. 

 

The presentation to executives at the American Medical Association (AMA) was the final 

report of a Field Study conducted for a suburban medical clinic as part of a rigorous 

work-based learning exercise sponsored by the AMA.  The students were asked to 

evaluate the quality of medical services provided by the clinic, and the report represented 

three months of data gathering, analysis, and report writing.  The student team consisted 

of two suburban male Caucasian students and two inner city African American female 

high school students – all juniors. 

 

There was a pause before anyone spoke.  Then one of the executives asked, “Marlys, can 

you tell us the most important thing you learned as a student while doing this project?” 

 

Marlys paused, smiled and looked at me.  Then she looked directly at the executive and 

said proudly, “Well, I learned how to use the train!” 
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That was not the response I had anticipated because I had drilled the students on the kinds 

of critical skills they were supposed to be learning from the project.  But Marlys 

communicated what was on her mind, told the truth, and then she followed up her 

response by telling her audience about how she and her teammates had practiced all of 

the critical skills.  Her communications skills were excellent! 

 

The Communication Skills are the most important skills necessary for success in the 

business world, according to my research.  Simply put, they include the ability to get 

ideas out of your head and into the heads of others, and get ideas out of others’ heads and 

into your own head through reading, writing, listening and speaking. 

 

Quality of the Written or Spoken Words 

 

It is important to point out that high quality speaking and writing skills are independent 

of the quality of what is being spoken or written.   

 

There are many talk show hosts – radio and television – who are extremely effective 

communicators.  That doesn’t mean that what they say actually makes any sense or, in 

fact, is even true.  They get their points across, though, right or wrong; and they can be 

very effective and influence thought and attitudes on a massive scale.   One needs to 

apply some effective analytical skills to what these people say – is their premise or 

hypothesis true?  Are their facts right?  Are they starting with a conclusion and cherry 
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picking facts – true or not – to support their argument?  Most of the time, gullible 

listeners will accept what these people say without question. 

 

Politicians are particularly skilled in making their points and trying to convince others to 

either contribute money to them or secure their vote through persuasive speaking or 

writing.  Political advertisements are especially guilty of cherry picking a fact, taking 

something out of context, and making an articulate and persuasive argument based on 

faulty premises to get votes.  One can easily think of famous politicians – Presidents, 

Senators, Governors, etc. – who were adept at communicating to the public.  In a sense, 

the most important skill of a politician is communications to voters – not the quality of 

what he/she believes. 

 

The very same thing can be said about the written word.  The underlying premises or 

hypotheses might be entirely false, but individuals can write to explain and persuade 

readers that something is actually true or that some sort of action needs to be taken – 

whether right or wrong.  One needs to keep this in mind when reading opinion articles, 

newspapers, or magazine articles where the intent is to persuade – not necessarily inform.  

One should also beware of written advertisements that are carefully crafted to influence a 

purchase decision.  These can be very convincing, despite their short length.  

 

Listening 
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Of all the communications skills, LISTENING is the most important.  I’m sure you 

remember Epictetus’ famous quote reminding us, “Nature gave us one tongue and two 

ears so we could hear twice as much as we speak”.  Or Abraham Lincoln who once said, 

“Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak out and remove all doubt.”  

 

It is sad to see very bright people whose heads are full of ideas not be able to write them 

down or speak out loud about them verbally.   

 

My mentor, the late Gaylord Freeman of Chicago, told me as a young man that 

“Communications skills are ‘learned skills.’  You just have to practice writing, getting up 

to speak, reading carefully, and, above all, shut up and listen to what others have to 

say.” 

 

He was right. 

 

I practice my skills as a speaker and soon was giving talks to MBA students at the 

nation’s best business schools (Harvard, Stanford, Wharton, Northwestern, Chicago, 

Michigan, etc.) about how to get ahead in the corporate world through gaining, practicing 

and using the Critical skills.  After building confidence as a speaker, I was able to speak 

without notes or, if I did have notes, just simple dot points to remember.  I found that if I 

spoke this way, I could think on my feet.  Otherwise, if I had a written speech, my mind 

would be turned off and all I could do is focus on reading the words of the speech.  The 

former was much more effective and kept me tuned in to my audience. 
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I will never forget a speech I heard while I was a plebe (first year student) at the United 

States Naval Academy.  During plebe summer, we would have drills and classes all day 

and then, after dinner, march to Mahan Hall where all 1300 of us would listen to some 

speech or presentation.  It didn’t take most of us long to develop the skill of sitting 

upright with our eyes wide open and then drifting off into some sort of sleep while 

looking wide awake.  (That is NOT one of the critical skills.) 

 

On this particular occasion the speaker was Admiral John McCain (father of Senator John 

McCain).  The topic of the speech was Naval Ethics which, on the surface, sounded like 

one of the speeches where sleeping wide awake would apply. 

 

The Admiral began his speech about Naval Ethics and, after a few moments, it became 

clear that while he was a very senior Naval Officer, the topic could be ignored and we 

could get some much needed rest.  Most of my classmates assumed the upright position, 

settled back, and drifted off to a wide awake sleep. 

 

After about five minutes when most of my classmates were snoozing, the Admiral came 

out from behind the podium, pointed, and said loudly, “Wake that young up over there!”  

Then he pointed again – this time at someone else.  “There!” 

 

The 1300 midshipman plebes were startled and immediately became wide awake.  It was 

one of the greatest shocks of my life.  An Admiral points directly at me . . . at least I and 
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1300 of my classmates thought the same thing.  You bet we were wide awake!  Now he 

had our total attention. 

 

Admiral McCain then started speaking softly to us about the importance of paying 

attention when we are tired.  He told us that there would be times that we would be 

extremely tired and run down, and during one of those times we would have to listen to a 

briefing about an upcoming mission where our lives and those of our shipmates would be 

in mortal danger.   

 

While the Admiral was speaking, you could hear a pin drop.  All eyes and ears were on 

the Admiral as the 1300 Midshipmen absorbed every word he said. 

 

After about five minutes, Admiral McCain said, “That’s all, gentlemen.  Good luck to 

you.”  Then he walked off the stage. 

 

I think that every Midshipmen in the hall could have recited every word the Admiral said 

during those five attentive minutes.  We certainly remembered what he said – and I’ll 

never forget how he said it.   

 

In a few short minutes, Admiral McCain taught us all how to listen. 

 

Speaking 
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Giving a speech can be a terrifying experience – unless, of course, you practice the art 

and gain confidence in front of an audience.   

 

One of the most important courses one can take in high school is speech.  An almost 

equally important activity in which a high school student can participate is debate.  The 

primary benefit of the experience is that one is forced to get up in front of an audience 

and communicate his/her thoughts, whether the thoughts are from a prepared speech or 

are extemporaneous.  A secondary but almost equally important benefit is that the risks 

are low – one can make mistakes – and others in the class are trying to gain the same 

experience.  The mistakes in that environment are low risk, and one can learn much from 

them. 

 

Years ago I had a short paperback book entitled Say A Few Words.  I can’t remember the 

author and I’ve tried to find the book time and time again with no success.  I would love 

to give proper attribution to the author, and I will IF I can find him/her.  But the advice 

given in this helpful book was simple – using the first letters of the four words:  Say A 

Few Words.  Those letters stand for the following: 

 

S Start with your idea.  You have a topic in mind.  State clearly what you’re 

going to talk about. 

A Accentuate your idea.  Tell the audience why your topic is important to 

them. 
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F For instance your idea.  Give 2-3 for instances (examples) of something 

pertinent to your point. 

W Wind up with your idea.  Wind up by telling your audience again what 

you were talking about and why it is important to them. 

 

This is clever and useful advice, and I have used it often.  It is especially useful when you 

are called upon to talk to a group, to say a few words, so to speak.  It’s easy to jot down a 

few words about your topic, why it is important, give a couple of examples, and wind up 

by restating what you intended to talk about.  It helps you keep your mind clear in front 

of an audience. 

 

A useful tip about using examples is to use the Rule of Three.  One of the senior partners 

in a consulting firm told me that when speaking to a group and giving examples, you 

should say, “There are three examples of what I’m talking about . . .” or “I would like to 

share three things with you.”   There might be three things – and there might not be three 

things.  There might be only two – or there might be four.  It doesn’t matter.  You can use 

your fingers when you speak and say, “First, . . .” and then “Second . . .” and so on.  The 

audience will pay attention to what you are saying, of course, but they will also be 

counting the reasons.  I’ll admit it is sort of a crutch, but the technique is effective.  And 

when giving off the cuff remarks, it works. 

 

Listing AND Speaking 
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Using these two communications skills is especially important in a meeting where you 

find yourself listening to others and periodically commenting or making your own points.  

The Harvard Business School specializes in the development of these two skills and a 

student is thrust into an environment three times a day where he/she must face these 

challenges in discussing a case study. 

 

Think about it.  You are surrounded in an amphitheater by 70 or so other students – most 

of whom are smarter than you – and you are called upon to speak.  You speak your 

thoughts about the case and may or may not be challenged by other students; 

alternatively, you can listen to other students speak their minds and then challenge them.  

It is a high pressure environment, to be sure, but a wonderful forum to practice and gain 

the experience of listening and speaking.  Those skills will come in handy in the future 

when you are in a tense company meeting and are participating in discussing some topic 

that is vitally important to the organization. 

 

Reading 

 

Most of us were taught how to read in early elementary school.  We would have a reader 

and the teacher would call upon different students to read a page or two out loud.  That’s 

the way reading was taught. 

 

The reading process we experienced can be described as follows.  Our brain sees the 

words, sends the words to our voice box, our voice box articulates the words, and our 
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ears then hear the words and ultimately that information is passed along into our brain.  

This is true whether or not we read aloud. 

 

Years ago, I took a reading course called Evelyn Wood Reading Dynamics.  I had heard 

that President John F. Kennedy had taken that course and had the ability to read several 

hundred if not a couple thousand words per minute.  Impressed by that knowledge, I 

signed up for the course. 

 

The secret I learned from the Evelyn Wood course rests in where the information on the 

page goes.  The theory was that your eyes can see the words – or groups of words – and 

bypass the voice box and ears and send that information directly to your brain.  You go 

from the eyes directly to the brain.  That sounded interesting and I first had doubts that it 

would work. 

 

But, through practice, it does.  One needs to hold the book in such a way so as to pass the 

hands slowly over the page as the eyes scan the words and groups of words.  You read 

DOWN the page . . . not from left to right.  Then, periodically, one needs to write down 

in a special shorthand the main ideas learned from the few pages he/she has read.  This is 

supposed to enhance comprehension of the material. 

 

It works!  This takes a lot of practice, however, and through the six or so weeks of the 

course, the class practiced and practiced – and discussed the process.  My own reading 
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speed increased to about 2000 words per minute with little loss – perhaps even a little 

gain – in comprehension. 

 

There are hundreds of reading and reading comprehension courses that one can take to 

improve reading speed and comprehension.  The best course is the one that will work for 

you.    Of key importance in increasing reading speed, however, is not to speak each of 

the words you are reading as you remember doing in elementary school.  Learn how to 

make the information go directly into your brain. 

 

Writing 

 

I’m not sure if writing is a natural skill or one that is learned.  I suppose it is a little of 

both.  Many people seem to have a knack for writing – their thoughts come on paper 

clearly and persuasively; others take courses in the skill and, even with that effort, can’t 

seem to write a coherent sentence or paragraph. 

 

The skill of writing is vitally important in all phases of life. 

 

• Writing is an important factor on how you will be judged in your work. 

• Writing makes your thoughts and ideas visible. 

• Writing expresses who you are as a person. 

• Writing is a way you can persuade others to accept your ideas or arguments. 
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• Writing gives you a way to express your analytical skills visually and 

persuasively. 

• Writing memorializes your thoughts permanently. 

• Writing is essential in the business world – especially management consulting. 

• Writing will help you, as a student, to get better grades in school. 

 

There have been many efforts to create lists of the greatest writers of all time, and none of 

these lists are alike.  All of them, however, contain men and women who mastered the 

skill and were enduring communicators of their thoughts. 

 

The important thing to learn about the writing skills is that your skills should effectively 

communicate YOUR thoughts.  It is more important for you to develop your own style of 

writing clearly than it is for you to try to emulate some other’s writing style.  Create your 

own style.  Communicate with the written word who YOU are through what and how you 

write. 

 

I remember clearly the writing classes in elementary, middle and high school.  The 

exercise I remember most was the process of diagramming sentences.  Knowing the 

terms subject, predicate, compound sentences, when to use a semi-colon, etc. were 

important.  I might have been a glutton for punishment at the time, but I actually enjoyed 

deconstructing a sentence and seeing how it could be diagrammed.   
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My writing style was considerably affected by my experience as a management 

consultant.  There I learned how to communicate a conclusion clearly and without room 

for error.  The finished sentence usually appeared to be very simple in structure and 

content; however, such sentences were extraordinarily difficult to write. 

 

When presenting a final report to a client, for example, we actually would look at the 

screen and read the sentence exactly as it was written.  The argument for doing this was 

that the sentence had been very carefully crafted to express exactly the conclusion as 

determined by the team.  So, when giving the presentation, only a fool would say any 

other words other than those that were written. 

 

A good tip in writing is to read what you have written out loud to someone else who can 

serve as a constructive critic.  If at any time you read the sentence and then find yourself 

saying, “In other words, . . . .” – then a good idea is to use the other words instead of 

what you wrote.  You probably should have used them in the first place. 

 

Reading AND Writing 

 

While they were no fun to do at the time, the best example of an exercise to do was what 

we had to do at the Harvard Business School in the Written Analysis of a Case (WAC). 

 

For a WAC project (for which there were about six during the first year), we were given a 

case study consisting of some business issue in marketing, finance, strategy, 
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manufacturing, or whatever, and we had to read the case and write a coherent analysis of 

that case over a 2-3 day period.  These were gut-wrenching assignments and I will always 

remember that around midnight on a Saturday (when the WACs were due) there would 

be a few dozen students racing for the slot where they could deposit their WAC on time. 

 

Generally there were no right or wrong answers to the case.  What one was graded on 

was the quality of their argument and the effectiveness by which one made his/her 

argument.  It was great training; but not a lot of fun. 

 

The Texting Era 

 

There is an old saying that Less is More.  People with cell phones are exchanging text 

messages, instant messaging on their home computers, or communicating on Twitter 

where the number of characters are limited and are changing the way communications 

takes place.  Ideas are shared in a kind of shorthand that is being invented on the fly – but 

we still understand it; or, at least our kids do.   

 

We are living in a rapidly advancing world where, thanks to technology, access to 

information on a world wide scale is exploding, news events worldwide have live 

coverage, social media connects billions of people, and information exchange between 

individuals or groups of individuals is mind boggling.  It is inevitable, therefore, to see 

language compression of some sort, and it is becoming clear that whether we like it or 

not, it is happening, it is on the rise, and it is becoming a principal means of 
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communicating among our youth.  Whether or not this is good or bad is moot.  We will 

just have to deal with it. 

 

Recently I was riding a commuter train when four young teenage women entered the car 

and sat across from me.  While I’m not in the habit of people watching, I couldn’t help 

but notice that all during the thirty minute ride, each of the girls had her face buried in her 

smart phone and was rapidly texting.  Throughout the trip they appeared not to look at 

one another or speak.  Each was busy having texting conversations and their fingers were 

simply flying around the small keyboard.  Their social interaction was not eye-to-eye, but 

keyboard-to-keyboard.  I don’t think they were texting one another because not once did I 

see any of them look up and at any of the others.  I looked around the car a bit, and from 

what I could see there was a lot of texting going on and very little one on one 

conversation.  This was not the only occurrence that I have witnessed on a commuter 

train, but it was certainly a small sample of how young people engage in social 

communications. 

 

On the education front, there is considerable debate about how textspeak is affecting 

student performance and learning in the classroom.  Certainly there is an effect on 

grammar because the traditional rules of grammar are simply ignored in textspeak – or, 

more likely, the rules of grammar are currently being invented for textspeak. 

 

Evidence regarding the effects texting and textspeak are having on student understanding 

of the English language and its proper structure is mixed.  In some cases studies show 
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that grades are suffering; others, such as in Great Britain, conclude the opposite.  We just 

don’t know.  There is also evidence that text messaging is helping students.  Students are 

engaged more than ever in reading and writing – albeit on their smart phones; 

furthermore, one particular study (Thurlow and Poff, 2010) the work of Plester, etal, 

(2008 and 2009) showed conclusively the strong and positive relationship between 

texting and literacy.   

 

We do know that individuals are communicating ideas – sophisticated ideas – with fewer 

words.  We also know that the textspeak shorthand can convey even more than an idea; it 

can convey feelings and attitudes.  Textspeak in a sense enables users to communicate 

with one another on an equal basis and create a sort of mutual bond by incorporating 

abbreviation or symbols that not only have traditional meaning, but emotions as well. 

 

Some studies point out that texting uses a different language than traditional English, and 

that what students are experiencing is the same as those who speak multiple languages.  

They seem to know how to speak and/or write traditional English, and have the code 

translation ability to transfer those thoughts into the textspeak language.  They can 

deconstruct a sentence into textspeak and back.  This is not all that bad. 

 

The textspeak language is creative – and interesting.  Some of the abbreviations are 

obvious – some are not.  Here are a few examples (a small list . . . the list is growing 

daily): 
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2DAY   Today 

B/C   Because 

B4   Before 

BF / GF   Boyfriend / Girlfriend 

BFN   Bye for now 

BRB   Be right back 

BTW   By the way 

FB   Facebook 

FYI   For your information 

GR8   Great 

IDK    I don’t know 

ILY / ILU  I love you 

IMHO   In my honest opinion / In my humble opinion 

J/K   Just kidding 

J4F   Just for fun 

JIC   Just in case 

K or KK   Okay 

LMK   Let me know 

LOL   Laughing out loud 

NM   Never mind 

NP   No problem  

OMG   Oh my God! 

ORLY   Oh, really? 
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PAW   Parents are watching 

PLS or PLZ  Please 

SMH   Shaking my head 

SWAK   Sealed with a kiss 

SWYP   So, what’s your problem? 

TIA   Thanks in advance 

TMI   Too much information 

TTYL   Talk to you later 

TY or TU   Thank you 

YW   You’re welcome 

 

 

 

There are many instances where teachers are using textspeak in the classroom to facilitate 

learning and to connect more closely with students.  The idea is, If you can’t beat ‘em, 

join ‘em.  Whether or not it works is debatable; but some teachers are very creative in 

their integration of textspeak into their courses. 

 

Barbara J. Feldmen presented some examples of how teachers are using texting in the 

classroom in here 2010 article, LOL: Texting and Literacy in Today’s Generation.  

The examples, taken directly from her article, are as follows: 

• “Teachers are having students translate text-heavy pieces, (for example a 

MySpace page), into Standard English. Or they are doing the reverse by having 

students translate passages from classic literature into text speak. 
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• One English teacher has asked her students to summarize in the form of text 

passages from Richard III to demonstrate succinctly their comprehension of the 

material. 

 

 

• Teachers are using text as a means to communicate with their students. This 

allows teachers to discuss content with their students in the formal writing 

assignments. Because learners are communicating through so many channels 

these days, there is a need to educate them about writing for a particular 

audience: school writing is different to casual chat.  

 

• When writing first drafts some educators are allowing the quick, free-flowing 

style of texting to spark their learners’ thinking processes. The students will then 

switch to standard language during editing and revising. 

 

• Texting is crossing over into math and applied sciences as well as teachers in 

those areas use formal math problems based on the send rate and receive rate of 

texts. This type of creative problem solving appeals to today’s heavy digital 

technology generation of teens.” 

 

Make no doubt about it.  Texting is here to stay.  In a sense, we have become a 

multilingual country where we might engage one another in our native language verbally 

while, at the same time, holding a texting conversation with someone else far away in a 

language which a decade ago would have been unrecognizable.  Instant messaging is 

having a major effect on communications, but whether the outcome of this recent 

phenomenon is good or bad is not clear.  Certainly texting speeds up the communication 

of thoughts; but that might not have the beauty of good poetry. 
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Chapter 5 – The Production Skill 

 

 

The four high school sophomores sat around Kathy’s kitchen table and started to 

brainstorm ideas.  The students were the volunteer sophomore team that would be 

designing the sophomore float for the homecoming parade.  Each high school class would 

be providing a float and the most creative would win the best float prize for the year.   

 

Each of the students had several ideas and when they discussed each of them, the team 

decided that they would pick the one that seemed to be the most creative, humorous, and 

within their ability to build during the next week.  One of the students’ father had agreed 

to furnish the team with his flatbed truck on which the float would be built. 

 

They decided to create a large “V” for “victory,” have the large letter in bright orange – 

one of the school’s colors – and the remaining float in the other color – royal blue.  They 

would create the letters of the word Victory on the side of the float in white. 

 

During the following week, the student team assembled six more classmates, purchased 

the crepe paper, chicken wire and wood necessary to construct the float, and while 

working for two hours each evening, completed the float on Thursday night – just in time 

for the homecoming parade on Friday afternoon. 

 

Unfortunately, the senior class won the best float prize, but the sophomore team won 

second place. 
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This is a very simple example of taking an idea and making it happen.  On a very basic 

level, it is the production skill in action; and it is but one example of how the skill may be 

practiced early in life. 

 

As defined in Chapter 2, the production skill is often referred to as making it happen.  

Simply put, it is the ability to convert an idea into reality . . . to convert a concept or idea 

into a product. 

 

Not all projects or implementation of projects or creating a real and useful product are so 

simple.  Creating and building a float for the homecoming parade is easy.  Devising a 

strategy and then implementing it to get Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait requires the same 

skill – but is obviously far more complicated. 

 

During my fifteen years in the world of executive search, nearly all of the position 

specifications created specifically for the search stipulated that candidates should have 

demonstrated that they have made things happen.  Most searches were conducted as a 

result of an organization needing leadership in order to change something – and 

candidates who had actually made things happen were in demand.  In evaluating such 

candidates we had to determine what it is they did, how they did it, and what was the 

result.  If they had been successful and could point to specific reasons why they were 

successful, they were likely to have had a chance to meet the client for detailed interview 

sessions.  
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One can easily search the internet for the best ways to make things happen and obtain 

good lists – often similar lists – that, when applied, seem to work.  Based on my own 

experience AND knowledge of what others have recommended, here are ten things one 

can do to “get good at” making things happen or to avoid failure: 

 

1. Have confidence that you can succeed! 

 

During my time as a Midshipman at the US Naval Academy, we had a Superintendent by 

the name of Rear Admiral Charles Kirkpatrick.  He would give pep talks before Navy 

football games (the year Roger Staubach won the Heisman trophy) and would always 

shout at the end of his talk with his fist waving, “You can do anything you set your mind 

to do!”  There is also a poem called All In The State Of Mind that we plebes had to 

memorize and it was totally consistent with Uncle Charlie’s message:  The poem, taken 

from Reef Points (the Plebe bible) is as follows: 

 

 All In The State Of Mind 

If you think you are beaten, you are. 

If you think you dare not, you don’t. 

If you would like to win, and don’t think you can, 

It’s almost a cinch you won’t. 

 

If you think you will lose, you’re lost. 
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For out in the world you’ll find – 

Success begins with a fellow’s will. 

It’s All In The State Of Mind. 

 

Full many a race is lost 

Ere even a step is run; 

And many a coward fails 

Ere even his work has begun. 

 

Think big and your deeds will grow, 

Think small and you’ll fall behind. 

Think that you can and you will. 

It’s All In The State Of Mind. 

 

If you think you’re outclassed, you are, 

You’ve got to think high to rise. 

You’ve got to be sure of yourself before 

You ever can win a prize. 

 

Life’s battles don’t always go 

To the stronger or faster man; 

But sooner or later the man who wins, 

Is the fellow who thinks he can! 
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“All In The State Of Mind” is a poem that runs through my head every time I am faced 

with a challenge.  It has been exceptionally helpful over the years in enabling me to 

overcome obstacles and to just get things done. 

 

2. Write down your idea. 

 

Those eureka moments we have from time to time either upon awakening in the middle 

of the night or when gazing at a sunset while sipping a glass of good wine seem clear and 

simple at the time; but later when we try to recall them, they’re gone. 

 

Don’t let that happen to you!  Have a notepad or simply a sheet of paper and a pencil 

handy so you can jot down a few notes to jog your memory later.  In a sense, it’s like 

putting your idea on your hard drive instead of your random access memory (RAM).   

 

You don’t have to write down a lot; just enough to capture your idea and to jog your 

memory to the idea that was in your mind at the time.   

 

I personally use a small notebook since having scraps of paper lying around often results 

in their being lost during my periodic trash dumps.  With a simple idea jotted down in a 

notebook – it’s easy to simply cross it out later when, in retrospect, it seems like not such 

a good idea or merely nonsense. 
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3. Seek help and feedback. 

 

I have always been reluctant to seek help and feedback for several reasons which 

probably are not very good.  First, having grown up on a ranch where independence was 

paramount and seeking help seemed like a sign of weakness, I did not want to burden my 

friends or give any indication that I was unable to solve a problem myself.  And second, I 

always seemed to be afraid that someone would come along and steal my idea. 

(Unfortunately I have had the experience of individuals stealing an idea or, more 

commonly, presenting the idea in their own writings or blogs without giving appropriate 

credit or attribution.) 

 

I need to change this attitude and do what others claim to be effective, and that is to share 

ideas freely.  There is, I’m told, far more to gain in benefits from sharing ideas and 

getting feedback than fearing the risks of theft.  Moreover, whenever something is written 

and published somewhere – such as on Facebook or even in an e-mail, it is automatically 

protected by copyright.  But even though the risks may be low, remember that while the 

written word is protected by copyright, ideas are not!  Most people, however, are busy 

with their own lives, are honest, and even if the temptation to steal an idea is there, the 

process of stealing it and then doing something with it raises risks for them – and is 

probably not (with exceptions of course) worth the effort.  Nevertheless, if you have the 

next little gem of an idea to create a Facebook, Twitter or Amazon, you might at least 

think about a non-disclosure agreement or some other protection before sharing. 
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4. Create a work plan to include timetables and deadlines. 

 

In any project undertaken to make an idea into reality, there are always major milestones 

to reach.  When you are planning your project, think about what these key milestones will 

be.  When you make a list of the steps you need to take in order to reach these milestones, 

you will be able to attach a time deadline which you can use as a target and keep your 

project on track.  In order to enhance the depth of your work plan, when listing the work 

steps that are necessary to reach a major milestone, make sure you include what resources 

you might need during this work step and the individual who will be responsible for its 

completion. 

 

You can take the development of the work plan much further in detail and create a 

professional Gantt chart or a PERT chart.  These work plan techniques enable you to set 

deadlines, assign resources, and work on tasks that part of other major work steps and are 

unrelated or not dependent on one another.   

 

The major point is to break your project down into specific work steps with major goals – 

and then work toward meeting these goals.     

 

5. Measure how far you have come – not how far you are from the finish! 

 

You must make periodic measurements about how you are progressing toward your goal.  

However, you can choose to do this in one of two ways:   
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• Measure how short you are from completion 

• Measure how far you have come from the beginning 

 

In a sense, this is choosing the glass half full or glass half empty approach.  If you 

continuously measure how far you are from succeeding, you are communicating a sense 

of unfulfillment – and this is a negative signal.  As an alternative, you can measure how 

far you have come from the beginning and show your progress.  Using this method 

communicates positive accomplishment. 

 

Either method will work – but the “glass half full” approach, at least to me, gives more 

positive feedback and encouragement to continue.  You don’t receive the message, 

“Well, you’re still not there . . .” or, “You still are coming up short . . .” and other 

negative messages.  The important point is simply to do it. 

 

6. Anticipate and avoid the “Project Plateau” 

 

Author Scott Belsky has written an excellent book which I strongly recommend, and it is 

called, Making Ideas Happen: Overcoming the Obstacles Between Vision and Reality.  In 

this book he describes a barrier toward success in making things happen is a phenomenon 

he calls the Project Plateau.   Visually, he presents the concept as follows: 
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Source:  Scott Belsky 

Describing the project plateau, Belsky writes:  “Everyone has their own approach to 

generating ideas. There’s no “best way” to be creative. But when it comes to the process 

of executing ideas, we all face one challenge in particular: sticking with it. Most ideas 

are abandoned at what I’ve come to call the “project plateau”: the point when creative 

excitement wanes and the pain of deadlines and project management becomes 

burdensome. To escape this pain, we generate a new idea (and abandon the one we were 

working on). This process can easily repeat itself ad infinitum, without us ever finishing 

anything meaningful.” 

 

As an example of Belsky’s project plateau in action, I am reminded of an educator – 

actually the Superintendent of a rather large school system – who was highly creative and 

would come up with new ideas about educational programs.  He would be very involved 

and active in getting the program initiated and through the first stages.  Whenever the 

program was up and running, however, he would distance himself from it and generally 
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place someone else in charge of the project.  This occurred at about the time I would 

suspect that Belsky’s project plateau would happen. 

 

I’m not sure if this is purely a project plateau example – it could be – or an example of 

the Superintendent’s technique of removing himself from a project and assigning the 

responsibility for the project to someone else – just in the case the program might fail.  

My feeling is that it is probably a combination of both. 

 

In any event, I believe that Scott Belsky’s description of the project plateau is excellent 

and something that should be anticipated as well as dealt with when it happens. 

 

7. Show enthusiasm for your project!  It’s infectious. 

 

Enthusiasm is infectious!  Sincere enthusiasm is an important factor in making things 

happen.  Not only do you genuinely have strong feelings about the importance and 

potential of your idea, you communicate those feelings constantly through your actions 

and behavior.  When you show enthusiasm when you work, you openly do what others 

may have some reluctance to do, and indirectly may encourage them to step up and tackle 

the same sorts of problems and tasks for which you have demonstrated success.   

 

Genuinely enthusiastic leaders prompt followers to positive action, and when you are 

engaged in starting something new or addressing problems for which a solution might 
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appear difficult of perhaps impossible on the surface, you increase the chances of 

success.  

 

8.  Leverage yourself and show leadership. 

 

Someone once told me in the Navy that “Leadership is the art of accomplishing things 

through people.”  Truly difficult projects and tasks are often accomplished by solo 

performers, but those who can engage others to capture the enthusiasm and spirit of the 

work markedly increase their chances of success.   

 

Good leaders inspire trust and loyalty among followers and employees.  Simply put, 

when you show good leadership by understanding the motivations of others and 

encouraging them to succeed, you light the fires of mutual trust, loyalty and respect that 

is necessary for them to focus attention on and work toward the same goals as you are 

seeking. 

 

Solo performers may accomplish wonderful things and actually start a business or project 

on the right track with encouraging and real results at an early stage; but engaging the 

help of others and motivating them to success will multiply the chances of future success 

not only of the immediate needs of the project, but also in the expansion and growth of 

the business or efforts that are desired on a larger scale when there is simply too much to 

do for one person alone.   
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A difficult challenge for a self-performing entrepreneur is to “let go” and let others step 

up and perform those tasks or projects which the entrepreneur him/herself feels more 

capable in doing.  This promotes health and competence of the organization as it grows to 

meet even greater challenges as well as projects and tasks on a larger scale. 

 

9. Don’t be afraid to fail!  

 

It is rare when someone has a great idea and begins to “make it happen” without 

encountering difficulties and even early failure.  Failure is something that is common, 

albeit painful, but a great teacher of lessons that harden the spirit of an individual. 

 

In 1910 at a speech delivered at the Sarbonne in Paris about Citizenship in a Republic, 

President Theodore Roosevelt, who himself was someone who had production skills and 

made things happen beautifully summed up his philosophy when he said: 

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong 

man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. 

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is 

marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who 

comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 

shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows 

great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy 

cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, 

and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that 
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his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know 

victory nor defeat.”  

 

10. 90% of a lot – 100% of nothing. 

 

A common problem in “making things happen” when conducing a project occurs when 

team members report their progress.  Some will show a lot of progress – even late in the 

project – and have 80-90% of work steps done and 100% of nothing.   

 

This is a problem.  It often occurs when project team members claim that they do not 

have enough data . . . in reality, they will NEVER have enough data.  One needs to gather 

as much as one can to perform an effective analysis and strive to achieve 100% 

completion of the project element. 

 

These ten tips are by no means all of the elements of good production skills, but they 

have been useful to me and, according to many similar lists I have reviewed, others as 

well.   
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Nuclear Submarine Operations 

 

It was the Teddy Roosevelt quote about being in the arena that prompted me to action in 

a more complex example of the production skill.  This was in the super secret world of 

the nuclear fast attack submarine and my own experience in taking an idea from concept 

to reality.  The intent of this rather lengthy example is to show the various stages of the 

production process from the idea stage to reality in an environment not conducive to 

rapid change as well as real career risks one must often make when initiating change 

under watchful eyes. 

 

It involves missions that are similar to what many have enjoyed watching in Tom 

Clancy’s “Hunt for Red October.”   

 

But this is for real. 

 

As a graduate of the United States Naval Academy, I entered Admiral Rickover’s nuclear 

navy and after almost two years of training following graduation, I was assigned to the 

pre-commissioning crew of the USS Ray (SSN653) - a nuclear attack submarine (SSN) 

under construction in Newport News, VA.  These submarines are quite unlike the Polaris 

or Trident missile submarines whose mission is to hide and be prepared to launch ICBMs 

in the event of war.  Fast attack submarines have a significantly different mission in that 

they aggressively seek intelligence as well as serve as hunters and killers of enemy 

warships of all kinds – surface ships and submarines.   
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During the year long construction and fitting out period, I managed two engineering 

divisions and was the Electrical and Reactor Control Division Officer responsible for the 

testing and accepting of the electrical and reactor control systems for the boat. 

 

Following the commissioning of the boat in early 1967 and after the rigorous sea trials, 

we embarked on several top secret missions as the first operating 637 class (or Sturgeon 

Class) submarines.  A typical mission involved leaving our home port, submerging about 

sixty miles out at sea, conducting the mission, and surfacing in the same location 

approximately 60-70 days later.  We were completely submerged all the time. 

 

One can speculate what we did on these missions, but one can read stories from several 

published books such as the Hunt for Red October, Blind Man’s Bluff, and Stalking the 

Red Bear.  The missions were top secret, dangerous, and vital to the national security of 

the United States.  It is no secret that the nuclear attack submarine force (SSNs) did a lot 

of heavy lifting for the Navy during the cold war, and all of our efforts were focused 

exclusively on the Soviet Union.  You are free to use your imagination. 

 

After my tour of duty on the submarine, I was assigned to the US Naval Submarine 

School in Groton, CT as part of the Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO) training 

program.  This program consisted of several months of training for naval officers who 

had been designated as commanding officers of nuclear submarines.  My job was to teach 

submarine tactics and Soviet naval ship recognition. 
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After about two months on the job, it became very clear to me that we were teaching 

tactics that might have been more appropriate during World War II than the present.  And 

the other officers, including the Commanding Officer, had only Polaris submarine (the 

missile submarines) and/or the old diesel submarine experience.  They did not have any 

SSN experience nor were they aware of the kinds of missions these submarines were 

currently undertaking.   

 

The idea that was brewing in my mind at the time was to take advantage of the resources 

at the Naval Submarine School and provide training for SSNs that were preparing to 

deploy on the super secret missions.  This just made sense to me.  After each mission, 

detailed patrol reports were written and provided as a resource for briefing the crews of 

these submarines, but there was no way to actually practice and discuss various tactics 

that could be used as a matter both of conducting the mission and for the sake of safety.  

It seemed logical and prudent to me that SSNs should be offered at least a week of 

predeployment training with the latest and most relevant information available. 

 

Such missions are highly classified and, because of its sensitivity, a very special top 

secret clearance is required to have access to such information.   Generally, when one is 

transferred from an SSN and has the clearance, that clearance is withdrawn after the 

transfer.  I went to the office of the Submarine Force Atlantic (SUBLANT) on the naval 

base and confirmed that I still had the clearance.  I checked to see who at the Naval 

Submarine School also had the clearance, and with the exception of the PCO 
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Commanding Officer, none of the other officers had the required security clearance 

necessary to discuss such missions.  I noted that the Commanding Officer of the Naval 

Submarine School, Captain William Yates – a former SSN commanding officer, also had 

the clearance.  I was the only officer in the PCO group who had recent and relevant 

experience in what these sophisticated submarines were doing and the risks and dangers 

they faced in conducting their missions. 

 

I presented this idea to the PCO Commanding Officer who dismissed me out of hand 

most likely because he knew little about what I was suggesting and, furthermore, good 

ideas just didn’t come from junior officers.  That was disappointing to say the least. 

 

I knew it was a good idea;  I knew it would improve the quality of missions; I knew it 

would enhance safety; I knew that the submarine school had the simulators and resources 

to accomplish the training; I knew that it would be much less expensive and better for 

crew morale for an SSN to be in port for a week rather than waste three weeks of training 

at sea.   

 

I knew that in order to bring the concept to reality I had to do something.  The questions 

were, what should I do and how should I do it?  Moving forward would involve taking 

substantial risk, but as pointed out earlier, risk is something one needs to take when 

initiating change within a traditional organization.   The risk to me in this situation was 

that I had to “go around” the PCO Commanding Officer to get the idea up the chain of 

command.   
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At this point in my Naval Service, I had submitted my resignation to leave the service at 

the end of my commitment.  Accordingly, there was no risk to my Naval career in the 

form of any retribution as a result of bypassing the chain of command, so I decided to 

take the matter directly to the Commanding Officer of the Naval Submarine School, 

Captain Yates. 

 

On a Sunday morning shortly thereafter, I called Captain Yates at his home in Mystic 

Seaport and told him that I had a matter to discuss with him personally and that it 

involved a matter involving special security clearances.  Captain Yates suggested that I 

come to Mystic Seaport and visit with him at home. 

 

Early that afternoon, I knocked on Captain Yate’s door and he brought me into his living 

room.  He was a very gracious man and made a strong effort to make me feel 

comfortable.  His wife was in the room, however, so I asked him if we could go out in the 

back yard to discuss the matter.   

 

In the backyard away from any unauthorized ears, I told the Captain about my idea – that 

the Naval Submarine School had the attack center simulators consistent with the Sturgeon 

class SSN design, and that we could conduct a two day classroom tactical training 

program for the officers followed by a three day session in the simulators.  Since all of 

the officers on a deploying SSNs have the required clearance, we would take the wraps 

off the tactical problems and challenge them with exactly what they would encounter 
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during the mission.  During the same time, we would make the resources of the 

specialized schools available for the crew. 

 

My argument was that it would be the best training they could possibly get before 

deploying, it would be less costly because the submarine would be tied up in port and not 

at sea, and the crew would be in port and with their families instead of being at sea for 

two to three weeks. 

 

Captain Yates said that he thought the concept was excellent.  He then gave me a 

challenge and said, “Go down to the river [Thames] and talk to one or more of the SSN 

commanding officers.  If one is willing to give it a try, you can do it.”  He then told me 

that our conversation was strictly confidential, and that in all matters relating to this idea, 

I would report directly to him.  That was a relief to me because I didn’t have to go back 

and relate our conversation to the PCO Commanding Officer. 

 

There were two SSNs in port, and it didn’t take much thought about who to visit.  

Commander Steve White was commanding officer of the USS Pargo (SSN650) and I had 

met him during the time the RAY was under construction in Newport News.  Steve had a 

reputation for being very, very smart as well as tough as nails.  I knew that if I could get 

him to do it and he found it useful, than ANYONE would find it useful.  I also knew that 

Steve had been the junior officer aboard the USS Nautilus (SSN 571) the first nuclear 

powered submarine;  the commanding officer of the Nautilus was Eugene Wilkinson who 

was the current Commander Submarine Forces Atlantic (COMSUBLANT).  I felt that if 
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Steve thought it was a good idea, then Vice Admiral Wilkinson would know that fact in 

short order.  So I went down to the Pargo to see Commander White. 

 

The appearance of a Sturgeon class SSN sitting alongside a pier has always impressed 

me.  On the surface, the boat (and they ARE called “boats”) was about 90% submerge, 

and it looked like a hi tech black steel killer with the number 650 painted in white on the 

sail.  After getting permission to come aboard, I went down below and to Captain  

White’s stateroom.  (Commanding officers of US Navy ships are always referred to as 

Captain aboard ship.  So I referred to Commander White as Captain White.) 

 

As always, Steve was friendly but all business.  “Bill Yates told me you have a proposal 

for me,” said Steve.  I swallowed hard and gave my pitch about SSN predeployment 

training as a pilot for the Pargo and the concept for such training in general for all 

deploying SSNs.   

 

Steve listened intently, asked a few questions, and then asked bluntly, “Can you deliver?”  

 

I told Steve that if I didn’t deliver he could take my ass.  This is a Naval Academy 

expression meaning that if someone is going to take your ass as a result of a bet or 

something of the sort, you had to bend over and he would whack your ass hard with an 

atlas.  While Steve was not a Naval Academy graduate (Southern California), he 

understood what I meant and said, “You’re on!  Let’s do it!” 
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I was in business!  I left the Pargo and went back to my office at Sub School and called 

Captain Yates.  When I told him about my visit with Steve White, he told me that Steve 

had already called him enthusiastically.  “You’ve got a challenge on your hands now!” 

said Captain Yates. 

 

I sat down and began the scheduling process – reserving the attack center simulator for 

three solid days, securing the classrooms, scheduling appropriate mini-schools for the 

Pargo crew, and tried to avoid the PCO Commanding Officer.  He had apparently heard 

from Captain Yates that I was going to be doing a special project for him involving 

specific training for the Pargo.  I told him that was correct and said little else. 

 

The Pargo was on a tight schedule so we had to schedule the training for the following 

week.  For the first two days of wardroom officers, I covered the traditional tactics taught 

in the PCO school as well as a thorough review of Soviet naval ship recognition.  During 

the afternoon of the last day, I taught them some tactics that had been used during recent 

SSN operations involving close in tracking of other submarines as well as techniques to 

approach ships on the surface for close in observation without being detected.  While this 

was the first time I taught this material to anyone, Steve White commented afterwards 

that it seemed completely in line with what he had experienced.  We were then ready for 

three days in the attack center simulators. 

 

During the simulations, we focused on close in tracking of submerged submarines with 

minimal information.  You might remember Jonesy in Hunt For Red October.  In that 
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movie and in Clancy’s book, very little was divulged about current sonar capabilities and, 

in fact, most of what was shown in the movie was current knowledge during World War 

II.  What the officers and plotting crew practiced during the simulations was years ahead 

of what was known back then.  Jonesy would have been impressed. 

 

During the third day, Captain Yates made an appearance along with Lieutenant 

Commander Bruce DeMars who had recently come to the Sub School as an instructor 

after serving as Executive Officer of the USS Sturgeon (SSN637).  They watched the 

simulation for awhile and chatted with Steve White.  All seemed pleased with what had 

been done, and I had high hopes that at least Steve wouldn’t take my ass. 

 

What followed during the next few days was amazing.  A meeting was held in Norfolk, 

VA and following that meeting, Vice Admiral Wilkinson (COMSUBLANT) ordered all 

Atlantic SSNs who were to be deployed on SSN special operations to attend this training 

program.  Lieutenant Commander DeMars joined me in the “SSN Predeployment 

Training Unit” (most likely to look over my shoulder at first and then assume training 

responsibilities himself).  We were really in business.  Apparently Steve White 

immediately contacted his old mentor, Vice Admiral Wilkinson, and completely endorsed 

the program. 

 

Over the course of the next year we conducted SSN Predeployment Training for every 

Atlantic-based SSN that was embarking on special operations missions.  When an SSN 

would come back from a mission, we would debrief the Commanding Officer and  watch 
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officers, and incorporate what they learned into the attack center simulators to prepare the 

next submarine for their operation.  We traveled to Pearl Harbor, HI, and set up the same 

program for the Pacific based submarines. 

 

Since we were spending so much time in the attack center simulators and polishing the 

tactics of a SSN in covertly tracking other submarines, I had the perfect laboratory to 

create new plotting techniques to assist in this process.  I created the Geographic Plot 

(later known as the Geo Plot) to enable submarines to track maneuvering submarines 

passively when conducting close-in surveillance.  The primary purpose of this plot was to 

server as a safety device to enable the SSN Commanding Officer to avoid a collision; the 

secondary purpose of the plot was to enable the SSN Commanding Officer to obtain a 

bird’s eye view of what the other submarine was doing during a maneuver and, thus, 

capture the big picture of what was going on at the time. 

 

This is an example of success in using the production skill to make something happen in 

a rather change-resistant organization.  In the aftermath, I was not rewarded with stock 

options or large bonuses – quite the opposite.  Yes, it’s true that I receive a rather vanilla 

worded commendation from the Commander of the Submarine Force in the Atlantic, but 

the tight security clamp put on to what I had created prohibited me from saying anything 

specific about what I had done after I became a civilian.  In fact, during the first few 

years after getting out of the Navy, I rarely said anything about my Naval experience 

other than I had been in the service. 
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I remember sitting in classes at the Harvard Business School listening to others droll on 

about their own experience prior to coming to the school.  I didn’t have the luxury of 

discussing my own experience or relating what I had done to what was being discussed, 

so I just kept silent.   

 

The tight security clamps also had an effect on my job interviews.  I had to be very 

careful about what I wrote on my resume and what I said during personal interviews.  I 

remember there were many occasions when the recruiter would ask me about what I did 

in the Naval service and all I could tell him/her was, “I served in the nuclear submarine 

force and we operated independently.”  I could never discuss anything we actually did 

and, when I was occasionally pressed to be specific about what I had done, I would have 

to bite my lip and decline to answer.  When I was pressed again on a couple of occasions, 

I simply asked the individual why he/she wanted to know.  That sort of response certainly 

did not help my chances of getting a job with those organizations. 

 

What were the lessons I learned about the production skill in this example?  There are 

three: 

• One CAN take an idea from the concept stage to reality in a change-resistant 

organization. 

• If one wants to exercise the production skill in such an organization, one must 

have significant passion and a willingness to take risks; 

• In such a situation it is important to obtain organizational support and “buy in” 

from key individuals. 
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The Retail Distribution Company 

 

In most executive recruiting cases when conducting a search for a top-level executive, the 

client would say, “We want someone who can make things happen.” 

 

In this context, the desire for such a person was not necessarily for someone who could 

come into the organization and shake things up or make them different from the 

traditional way of operating.  Instead, the desire was for someone who had the ability to 

turn the goals of the organization or medium to long range plans into reality.  The idea or 

concept did not need to be new or be such that they would affect the culture or structure 

of the organization.   

 

 

In one instance, a client in the business of marketing and selling industrial nuisance 

products through a network of stores wanted an individual who understood product 

distribution but also fit the culture of the organization, had the vision to see what the 

nature of the business would be over the next couple of decades, and lead the company to 

that goal.  The successful individual who got the job not only fit in well with the culture, 

but also had the foresight to transform the organization from an excellent distributor of 

such products though the store network to an efficient online internet sales organization 

selling the same products to the same customers.  This individual made it happen – he 

eventually became the CEO and definitely had the production skill. 
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Chapter 6 – The Information Skill 

 

 

An information explosion has emerged over the past couple of generations due to the 

emergence of the internet, and is this is not news.  The problem is not that we lack the 

technology to find data nor is it that we lack the capacity to store data (although our 

storage capacity is being stretched to the limit by the sheer volume of data acquisition at 

an ever increasing pace). 

 

The problem is that there is so much information – and the amount of information is 

increasing exponentially, so that it far exceeds our capacity to process.  We don’t need all 

the information that is available to solve problems; but we do need enough information 

that can be tested for truth and accuracy so that appropriate analysis can be completed. 

 

The “Information Skill” is that skill that enables us to find, collect, sort, manage, and use 

information that is relevant to problems we need to solve.  It is not the skill by which we 

design systems to process information or to seek it out on the internet and store it – that is 

a production skill.  It is also not the analysis skill, although it is closely related.   Rather, 

it is the skill that we use to find the kind of information we need to conduct an analysis.  

We seek it out, make sure that it is relevant to our problem, test it for accuracy and truth, 

and then perform analysis based on that information. 

 

The importance of information that is true cannot be overemphasized.  Simply put, while 

any information or data can be used as input for analysis, accurate results only come from 
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the information that is true.  Faulty information and/or simple lies can distort analysis and 

lead to whatever results the individual using such analysis wants.  This is particularly 

effective in promoting extreme political positions as well as advocating reasons to start 

wars.  An excellent example of using information that is not true was described by Nazi 

propagandist Josef Goebbles: 

 

“If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually 

come to believe it. The lie can be maintained only for such time as the 

State can shield the people from the political, economic and/or military 

consequences of the lie. It thus becomes vitally important for the State to 

use all of its powers to repress dissent, for the truth is the mortal enemy of 

the lie, and thus by extension, the truth is the greatest enemy of the State.” 

 

 

We have seen this applied more recently – perhaps deliberately – perhaps just due to 

faulty intelligence when the entire argument for US invasion of Iraq after 9/11 was based 

on faulty information.  The conclusion drawn from that information, and the arguments 

built around those conclusions were to start a lengthy and costly war – the results of 

which do not appear to have been what was desired by the planners. 

 

There are literally thousands of thoughtful quotes about how information can be used to 

affect people – particularly when it comes to politics and war.  For example: 
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“Without censorship, things can get terribly confused in the public mind.” 

   ~ General William Westmoreland on Viet Nam 

“The great masses of the people…will more easily fall victims to a big lie 

than to a small one.” 

 

   ~ Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf, 1933 

 

And what are lobbyists for?  A lobbyist is an individual who is an advocate of a particular 

industry or group and seeks to persuade members of the government (like members of 

Congress) to enact legislation that would benefit that industry or group.  In short, the 

lobbyists provide information, findings, conclusions and recommendations favoring their 

cause, and, of course, choose that information which supports their findings and 

conclusions.   

 

Lobbying is a big business.  During the last five years, the total amount of lobbying 

spending averaged approximately $3.4 billion per year through approximately 12,500 

lobbyists for an average of over $250,000 per year per lobbyist.  The top five lobbying 

firms averaged approximately $7 Million/year.  The top spender (by far) has been the US 

Chamber of Commerce (>$25 million/year) and the average amount spent by the next 19 

organizations was approximately $4.5 million/year.  

 

Using Information in Analysis 
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In an analysis where we use logic to develop findings, conclusions and create 

recommendations based on facts, we are seeking information that supports or refutes our 

hypotheses – or premises – in order that we might apply “P → Q” (or “P” implies “Q.”) 

 

We do not need all the information or data in the world relevant to our problem in order 

to conduct our analysis.  Frankly, such a quest for all or the perfect information would be 

futile simply because of the exponential growth of information that is available to us 

through the internet.  We need to understand that we can solve problems with sufficient 

data – not all data – accepting that there is enough that is relevant to our problem.   

 

Before analysis can begin, we need to make sure that the information we are using is 

accurate and true.  The reason for this is that logical analysis depends on the truth or 

accuracy of the data.  If the information is not true, then whatever findings or conclusions 

we might draw from such information can be EITHER true or not true.  Inaccurate 

information or information that simply is not true enables us to develop whatever 

findings we might choose – and draw whatever conclusions we want. 

 

Examples of findings and conclusions based on unverified information or information 

that is completely false are abundant.  Political talking heads, for example, might “cherry 

pick” information that is either true or untrue or taken completely out of context.  It is 

common for talking heads to say, “Some say that . . . . .” and describe what it is that 

“some say.”  Often the some includes just the talking head him/herself – so, in that 

instance, the some say is true; BUT – the information itself is not true; and many people 
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will simply believe whatever persuasive argument the talking head can make based on 

the some say information.  And it’s totally untrue. 

 

The same problem occurs whenever something is accepted on faith.  When this occurs, 

the individual simply accepts whatever it is to be true – and conclusions can be drawn in 

whatever manner you choose.  Situations like this are prevalent in religion where there 

are beliefs that individuals are encouraged to accept on faith – then all sorts of 

conclusions and beliefs can be created.  This explains why there are so many different 

kinds of religion – and within religions themselves, so many different denominations. 

The resulting effects of conclusions drawn on information or facts based on faith are 

profound and often disastrous.  For example, the people who flew into the World Trade 

Center towers did not do so because of economics or politics. 

 

The information explosion has created what might be termed an analysis gap as shown in 

the following diagram. 
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The analysis gap exists and it worries some, but it might be irrelevant because we can 

generally gather enough data and information necessary to complete an analysis.  As part 

of the information skill, we need to exercise judgment about the data we have and 

whether or not it is sufficient. 

  

We use the information skill BEFORE we use the analysis skill.  When we have reached 

the point where we have enough data – not necessarily ALL the data – we can proceed 

with the analysis and develop our findings, conclusions and recommendations. 

 

 

 

The Physician 

 

For example, a physician has a patient who has symptoms of some sort of disease or 

problem.  The physician examines the patient and orders a series of laboratory tests, the 

results of which are the kinds of information that she/he needs to make an accurate 

diagnosis of the problem and then prescribe appropriate treatment.  The physician could 

perform countless other tests which may or may not be relevant to the patient’s problem.  

More tests might be redundant and simply confirm the analysis, but the temptation exists 

to order more tests because of the growing risk of malpractice.  More tests than are really 

needed have contributed significantly to rising health care costs as well. 

 

Attorneys 
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A prosecuting attorney collects evidence regarding a crime that has allegedly been 

committed.  He/she then evaluates that evidence for relevance and admissibility, and then 

proceeds to secure an indictment from a grand jury.  An arrest warrant is issued, arrest 

made, and the case goes to trial for presentation to a jury.  The prosecuting attorney then 

develops his/her argument about the case and how the evidence must result in a 

conclusion to convict the defendant. 

 

At the same time, a defense attorney examines the evidence, gathers evidence that is 

admissible and relevant to defend the individual, and proceeds to trial with an opposing 

argument for acquittal to present to the same jury.  The jury must look at both the 

evidence and logical arguments presented by the prosecution and defense and apply its 

collective analysis and judgment to render a verdict in the case. 

 

Surveys 

 

We see survey results every day such as the current popularity of the President, whether 

global warming is real, whether the incursion into Iraq was worth the cost, etc.  The 

concept of a survey is simple:  You have an issue that requires an opinion, and you then 

ask some people for their opinion about that issue; but the process of getting accurate 

survey information to reflect the whole population is much more complex. 
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There is an entire field of study concerning applied statistics and survey methodology.  

Proper survey methodology requires the selection of an appropriate sample to be 

surveyed, designing the right questions that yield information regarding the issue in 

question, conducting the survey and collecting the data, applying appropriate statistical 

adjustments to the data, data processing, conducting statistical analysis of the data to 

identify the findings, and drawing conclusions about the findings while taking into 

consideration anticipated survey errors.   

 

An excellent example of someone who has demonstrated outstanding survey 

interpretation is Nate Silver who accurately predicted the results of the 2008 and 2012 

presidential elections.  The methodology used was to analyze the results of surveys taken 

by multiple organizations and interpreting the results.  

 

Market Research 

 

The purpose of market research is to collect information about consumer needs and apply 

the results to products for sale.  This effort to determine the needs and desires of 

consumers has been in use for years.  Examples of organizations that are excellent in 

market research include many consumer packaged goods companies, airlines, food 

companies, cosmetic manufacturers, brewers of beer, and the like.  Individuals who have 

the responsibility of a particular product within a company are called “product managers” 

and are extensive users of market research to tailor the elements of the marketing mix – 

packaging, pricing, advertising, etc. – to the needs of their target consumers.  
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One of the traditional cosmetic manufacturers, Revlon, conducted extensive research on 

the cosmetic consumer and concluded that the product they were selling was not “help” 

(to make someone look attractive), but “hope” (to satisfy the need of the individual who 

wants to be attractive). 

 

Brewers of beer are always trying to identify the beer drinker.  Is he/she the individual 

who is a connoisseur of fine ales and beers, or is he/she the individual who buys a six 

pack (or a case) and then goes home and drinks it?  The F. & M. Schaefer brewing 

company concluded that the real beer drinker was the latter and designed the catchy 

advertising slogan, “Schaefer is the one beer to have . . . when you’re having more than 

one!”  (It worked!) 

 

Years ago, the Heublein company wanted to increase their market share of vodka.  At the 

time, vodka was a commodity  - that is, all vodkas were pretty much alike.  Heublein 

wanted to differentiate their vodka from all the others.  Their market research revealed 

that the principal consumer of vodka was the family who held parties and, typical of 

most, wanted guests to see that they were drinking “the good stuff.”  So they repackaged 

their vodka to appear premium and jacked up the price to show the consumer that their 

vodka was top of the line.  Their slogan, “It leaves you breathless!” and their attractive 

packaging made Smirinoff the best selling vodka – the “white whiskey” -  in the country. 
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In the 1950’s, the Helene Curtis company introduced a dandruff reducing product called 

Enden.  Dandruff was a problem for many people and the product was quite successful.  

The Alberto-Culver company introduced a me too product called Subdue.  (Me-too 

products are those that are targeted to the same consumer as other successful products but 

are not developed with an extensive amount of market research prior to introduction.)  

For the next year or two, these products flourished while consumer packaged goods giant, 

Proctor & Gamble (P & G), quietly conducted extensive market research about who 

actually was the consumer of dandruff reducing shampoos.  When P & G completed their 

research, they created and introduced Head and Shoulders which promptly captured 

nearly the entire market of such shampoos.  Head and Shoulders is still in existence – 

Enden and Subdue have long vanished. 

 

Cereal manufacturers have peculiar challenges seeking to understand what the consumer 

of breakfast cereals really want.  Long ago, one of my friends was the product manager 

for Post’s Raisin Bran which was a leading competitor of Kellogg’s Raisin Brand.  His 

focus at the time was to enable packaging of the cereal so that the raisins would not all 

settle to the bottom of the box.  The secret, so I was told, was to lightly coat the raisins 

with sugar – that diminished their tendency to settle.   

 

Management Consultants 
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Management consultants thrive on information and data.  Their expertise is the 

identification of important issues, collecting the data relevant to those issues, developing 

findings and conclusions, and making action recommendations to management.   

 

Their data collection process consists of amassing and analyzing financial data, market 

data, manufacturing cost data, and, when the engagement requires it, organization and 

human resource data.  A portion of the information collected by consultants is done by 

interviewing.  This process is very disciplined and interview guides are prepared and used 

during the process to ensure that all questions are asked in the same way – i.e., they don’t  

wing it” in collecting data through interviewing.   

 

Nuclear Submarines 

 

If there is such a thing as a “data collecting machine,” it is the nuclear attack submarine 

(SSN).  Throughout the cold war, the SSNs were the workhorse intelligence gathering 

platforms for collecting information about the Soviet Union.  Essentially covert 

information collecting vacuum cleaners, they had the ability to collect acoustic 

information, visual information, and electronic information.  In a sense, they were “NSA 

at sea,” and their exploits may be explored in such books as Blind Man’s Bluff, Stalking 

the Red Bear, and fictitious accounts such as Hunt for Red October.  Their collective 

efforts served greatly in bringing down the Soviet Union. 

 

Probability and Statistics 
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An in-depth understanding and/or interpretation of information is best accomplished 

through the use of probability and statistical analysis.  Statistics helps in presenting 

complex data in a suitable tabular, diagrammatic and graphic form for easy and clear 

comprehension of the data; from there, findings from the information will be readily 

apparent.  Knowing the details of the sample from which information was taken or, for 

example, what kind of population was sampled, a statistician is able to apply valid 

mathematical tools toward valid capture of the meaning of the data.   

 

Put in simple terms, one can use probability and statistics to develop meaningful and 

valid findings from data that might be representative of an entire population or 

populations.  This would give one comfort in knowing that whatever hypothesis is used 

in the analytical process, that hypothesis would be as true as it can get and make the 

entire logical inference meaningful and true. 
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Chapter 7 – The Analysis Skill 

 

 

The analysis Skill is the skill one uses to process the information he/she has collected into 

something that he/she can actually use with confidence.  The analysis Skill may also be 

termed, critical thinking, and I use them interchangeably.   

 

The analysis process itself is rather simple in concept.  After collecting and testing the 

information for validity and truth, he/she then performs the task of determining what that 

information – those facts – actually mean.  This is the process of developing findings.   

 

Once the findings are developed, he/she can then develop conclusions based on those 

findings (which, in turn, are based on the validated facts).   

 

From the conclusions, he/she then can build with some confidence a set of  

recommendations or action steps necessary to address the needs of a problem. 

 

In essence:  Data → Information → Validated Facts → Findings → Conclusions → 

Recommendations 

 

The analytical skill is used daily by nearly everyone in making decisions ranging from 

the very simple to the enormously complex.  For example, one needs to engage the mind:  

 

• to determine which way to walk to the grocery store; 
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• to determine what sort of automobile to purchase; 

• to decide whom to marry; 

• to decide whether or not to vote on a bill in Congress; 

• to decide whether or not to vote to approve a war. 

 

P → Q 

 

This notation dates back to antiquity.  Simply put, it says, “"P implies Q; P is asserted to 

be true, so therefore Q must be true."  It is one of the simplest expressions of symbolic 

logic – it’s easy to remember – and it can be a helpful friend to help clarify your thinking. 

 

If “P” is true (i.e., your hypothesis is true) then you can infer that “Q” (your conclusion) 

will be true.  If “P” is NOT TRUE (i.e., your data is faulty or you are just assuming it to 

be true on faith), then “Q” can be either true or untrue.  With a faulty hypothesis, you can 

draw any conclusion you wish. 

 

There are many books written about logic and the entire subject can become quite 

complicated.  As a basic guide to clear thinking, however, it helps you sort out good 

thinking from bad thinking. 

 

It is NOT valid, however, that to assume the converse is true.  That is, if “P” implies “Q,” 

it does not follow that “Q” will imply “P.”  It might – but don’t count on it. 
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I remember being introduced to symbolic logic in a first year mathematics course at 

Carleton College.  We spent an entire semester fiddling with far more complicated 

derivations from this little syllogism, and while I was rather adept at understanding all the 

permutations and combinations at the time, the only thing that stuck with me over the 

years was P → Q.  That was enough. 

 

Over the past five years or so, recognition of the need to equip our students with the 

“Analysis Skill” (Critical Thinking and P → Q) has been the spark that initiated the 

development and implementation of the Common Core Standards in K-12 curriculum. 

 

The analysis skill and the information skill are closely related with the information skill 

gaining new importance simply because of the ease at which large volumes of 

information may be accessed simply by clicking the mouse in Google.  The information 

skill is a necessary prerequisite for use of the analysis skill simply because the analysis 

skill is totally dependent upon accurate information at the beginning of the analytical 

process. 

 

Once the information relating to an issue under study is gathered and verified, the process 

of developing findings takes place.  A finding consists of a statement relevant to the 

issues being addressed and is derived entirely from the facts learned during the data 

collection process.  Findings are used as the foundation from which conclusions 

regarding the issues may be drawn.  Findings are the RESULTS of an investigation. 
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CONCLUSIONS are statements of closure about issues under examination.  They are 

developed entirely from FINDINGS and are supported at all levels by the FACTS.  They 

are the “Q’s” in the logical expression “P implies Q,” and in order to be true, the “P’s” 

have to be true.  Therefore, the entire process of developing conclusion is based on the 

fact that the FINDINGS have been developed carefully from the facts. 

 

Be careful NOT to confuse a finding from a fact or a finding from a conclusion.  

FINDINGS tell you what the FACTS mean; CONCLUSIONS are statements of closure 

and are inferences drawn from the FINDINGS which are dependent on the truth and 

accuracy of the FACTS. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS are the action steps an individual should take to resolve the 

issues of the Field Study.  The Recommendations are based ONLY on the findings and 

conclusions developed from the data collection process.  By definition, 

Recommendations should be worthy of endorsement and implementation. 

The Foundation for Critical Thinking defines a well cultivated critical thinker as able to: 

 

• “Raise vital questions and problems, formulating them clearly and precisely; 

 

• Gather and assess relevant information, using abstract ideas to interpret it 

effectively; 
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• Come to well-reasoned conclusions and solutions, testing them against 

relevant criteria and standards’ 

 

• Think open mindedly within alternative systems of thought, recognizing and 

assessing, as need be, assumptions, implications, and practical consequences; 

and 

 

• Communicate effectively with others in figuring out solutions to complex 

problems. 

 

The foundation concludes by writing “Critical thinking is, in short, self-directed, self-

disciplined, self-monitored, and self-corrective thinking.  It requires rigorous standards 

of excellence and mindful command of their use.  It entails effective communication and 

problem solving abilities and a commitment to overcoming our native egocentrism and 

sociocentrism.” 

 

The analysis skill and critical thinking are hard to teach.  Typical teaching to the test does 

not even come close to stimulating an analytical mind; and teachers who do the 

traditional lecturing of facts while having students take notes do not ignite the thought 

process unless they engage in open discussion with the class.  Such engagement requires 

a very confident teacher who has strong listening skills and who can guide a discussion 

effectively. 
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The most powerful method of teaching the analytic or critical thinking skill is the 

Socratic method where students are engaged in discussion about questions asked of them 

– not regurgitating facts coming from a lecture.  This is the method upon which the 

Harvard Business School is built.  Students are engaged in three complex case studies 

each day where there may or may not be any right answers.  The learning comes from 

knowing what is in the case and then engaging in guided debate about what the case 

means, what one can conclude, and what action the individual about whom the case is 

written should do.  Students also typically have 4-5 years of business experience before 

attending the school, so part of their discussion and arguments are based on what they 

have learned and share from that experience. 

 

Another powerful method of teaching not only the analytical skill but the other “critical 

skills” is the Field Study.   

 

A field study is a project conducted by a team of students to address a problem or issue in 

the real world under faculty supervision. 

Field studies are rigorous projects designed to enable students to practice the critical 

skills while working productively with an educational partner in the real world.  Such a 

project should have real value for the educational partner and contribute meaningfully to 

each student who participates as a member of the field study team. 
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Field studies offer a kind of educational experience that is quite different from the 

traditional classroom.  Students must deal with data that is often incomplete, sometimes 

unclear, and quite often not definitive.  There are no multiple choices from which to pick 

a right answer, and more often than not, the problem or issues to be addressed need to be 

defined by the students themselves. 

Field studies are not designed to make experts of students in the subject matter of what 

the project is about.  For example, students may or may not have an interest in medical 

science or health care in order to benefit from practicing the critical skills with a medical 

practice or, for that matter, with any other kind of business. 

It is the PROCESS that is being taught and practiced – the process of defining a problem, 

gathering data, analyzing the data, developing findings, conclusions and 

recommendations, and communicating the results clearly. 

Field studies are highly appropriate for the college-bound student.  Field studies require 

the students to formulate a problem, break it down into its component parts, determine 

the issues to be addressed, determine the data needed to address the issues, develop 

interview guides, conduct fact to face interviews, analyze data, develop findings, 

conclusions and recommendations, prepare a written and oral report, and present the 

report. 

Field studies involve problems and issues that confront owners and operators of small 

businesses and not for profit organizations.  They require teamwork by participating 

students, an understanding of how to define a problem in order that it may be solved, how 
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to determine what information is necessary to analyze a problem, how to obtain that 

information, how to analyze a problem, and how to present results in a clear, logical and 

persuasive manner. 

Although the final field study product may appear clear and simple, field studies are not 

easy to conduct.  They require a different kind of thinking that students are accustomed to 

using in both high school and college classes – they require an understanding of how to 

gather, analyze, use, apply and present information, identify fact from fiction, and 

develop findings, conclusions and recommendations.  They require clearly written and 

articulate oral reports. 

Field studies are process driven.  The content of a field study is usually less important 

than the process by which the field study is conducted.  Experiencing the process itself is 

the ultimate goal of a field study project for students at all levels of secondary and higher 

education. 

Field studies come in all forms, sizes and shapes – limited primarily by the level of the 

student team’s ability and the ability of the faculty to supervise.  Experience with field 

studies at the high school level suggests that while students are capable of high 

performance, the scope of the field study should be rather narrow and kept at a level 

where the problem may be solved or the issue addressed completely.  The level of 

sophistication of the field study must not be beyond the students’ ability to succeed in the 

process of conducting the study. 
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Field studies are not easy, but they are not student limited.  Students have proved time 

and time again that they have the capability to conduct such projects.  Rather, field 

studies seem to be teacher limited in two ways: 

• many teachers do not have the requisite training to supervise such projects; 

• teachers are focused on standardized test scores. 

Those limitations, however, do not excuse the schools or teachers from conducting rich 

learning experiences.  Field studies will be described in detail and a sample provided in 

Chapter 13. 

 

The Common Core Standards 

 

My own view of the Common Core Standards is that they are an attempt to enable 

students to exercise their communications skills, sort through data and information, do 

some analysis, and, in general, practice the critical skills.  That makes me a supporter of 

the effort.   

 

The most appropriate definition of the Common Core Standards is provided through the 

frequently asked questions about the Common Core on their website: 

http://www.corestandards.org/. 

 

What is the Common Core?  
 

http://www.corestandards.org/
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“State education chiefs and governors in 48 states came together to develop the Common 

Core, a set of clear college- and career-ready standards for kindergarten through 12th 

grade in English language arts/literacy and mathematics. Today, 43 states have 

voluntarily adopted and are working to implement the standards, which are designed to 

ensure that students graduating from high school are prepared to take credit bearing 

introductory courses in two- or four-year college programs or enter the workforce.” 

 

 

Why are the Common Core State Standards important? 

  
 

“High standards that are consistent across states provide teachers, parents, and students 

with a set of clear expectations to ensure that all students have the skills and knowledge 

necessary to succeed in college, career, and life upon graduation from high school, 

regardless of where they live. These standards are aligned to the expectations of colleges, 

workforce training programs, and employers. The standards promote equity by ensuring 

all students are well prepared to collaborate and compete with their peers in the United 

States and abroad. Unlike previous state standards, which varied widely from state to 

state, the Common Core enables collaboration among states on a range of tools and 

policies, including the: 

 

• Development of textbooks, digital media, and other teaching materials;  

 

• Development and implementation of common comprehensive assessment systems 

that replace existing state testing systems in order to measure student 
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performance annually and provide teachers with specific feedback to help ensure 

students are on the path to success;  

 

• Development of tools and other supports to help educators and schools ensure all 

students are able to learn the new standards.”  

 

Initially the Common Core Standards were adopted by 43 states, but recent and highly 

vocal opposition has caused a few states to drop out and to pursue either their own 

standards or none at all.  The arguments against the Common Core Standards come from 

teachers who resist the reality of required retraining, parents and schools who resist the 

newly developed assessment processes, and from political opponents who resist anything 

stemming from the Federal government (even though the standards were developed by 

the states). 

 

When one does an internet search to determine the pros and cons of critical thinking or 

the analysis skill, the results are rather empty.  There simply aren’t many (if any) cons 

about the ability to think clearly.  
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Chapter 8 – Technology 

 

 

The technology skill does NOT mean that you should be good at designing electronic 

circuit boards or anything that even resembles technical design or expertise. 

 

Instead, the technology skill is simply the ability to SELECT the appropriate technology 

that is most efficient and useful to accomplish a specific task. 

 

For example, if you want to write a book, the appropriate technology to use (if you don’t 

want to use pencil and paper) would be a word processing program such as Microsoft 

Word. Similarly, if you want to create a balance sheet that examines your organization’s 

cash flow over time, your appropriate technology would be a spreadsheet program such 

as Microsoft Excel. If you want to build a website or blog, you can do it by simply 

writing all of the HTML code yourself – OR you could use a technological platform such 

as WordPress (which I use), Dreamweaver, or something else. 

 

If you are applying the critical skill of “Information,” you use the internet (most likely) 

and, if necessary, go to a library and sift through the books and other written resources. 
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SELECTION of the appropriate technology is the key – and knowledge about what 

technologies are available to apply to specific projects or tasks requires the technology” 

skill. 

 

That task is becoming more and more difficult these days since technology is advancing 

at such a rapid pace.  Not too many years ago the internet did not exist and the 

technology needed to gather information was, in retrospect, rather primitive. Writing 

reports in those days required a typewriter – later replaced entirely by computers and 

word processing programs. Engineers and architects needed drawing instruments and T-

squares . . . nowadays, specific computer programs make their tasks much easier and the 

rendering of detailed drawings is left to microchips and software. 

 

My own experience with the technology skill came both in and out of the US Navy. 

 

As the Operations Officer aboard a US Naval nuclear submarine, I was responsible for 

the team that was gathering and recording all electronic and communications intelligence 

during the operation.  Since we were aboard the latest US Navy’s fast attack submarine, 

we had the latest and yet-untested electronic surveillance equipment known as the 

AN/WLR-6.  During the course of the patrol, we determined how to use the system to 

achieve its full effectiveness, and I wrote the tactical doctrine for the system.  This is an 
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example of using the technology skill to solve a problem.  I was not involved with the 

design of the system – but did, during an actual live mission, develop the doctrine that 

enabled the US Navy and NSA to utilize the system effectively in the future. 

 

Another example of my own application of the Technology skill while in the US Naval 

submarine force is the challenge I faced in teaching fast attack nuclear submarine crews 

the appropriate tactics in close-in surveillance and trailing of Soviet nuclear submarines.  

I devised a plotting technique called the Geographic Plot – later dubbed the Geo Plot – 

that enabled real time tracking and an overall geographic view of a tactical situation 

involving another submerged submarine. 

 

Following my Naval service and at the time I was starting to work on delivering systems 

to schools to enable them to manage meaningful work-based learning programs, I was in 

a quandary about what sort of software to use as the primary platform.  At the time (late 

1980’s) I had started using the relational database FoxPro because the database could be 

used on both the PC and the MacIntosh.  While the system worked fine, I found FoxPro 

to be a little quirky and difficult to program.  I was faced with a technology problem – 

what technology should I use? 
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The internet was in its infancy at the time and although I thought about putting the 

database online, there were unresolved security issues regarding online programs 

containing student data at the time.  My solution was to keep the program on the PC 

desktop and switch over to Microsoft Office with Microsoft Access being the relational 

database for the system.  The program, once completed, operated smoothly in Access and 

would create reports in MS Word, MS Excel, and the training manuals were written in 

MS Powerpoint.  It worked beautifully as an integrated system.  

 

As internet speed increased and security more assured, I considered shifting the software 

program to an online system.  However, at that time Congress had defunded the School-

to-Work programs and schools just didn’t have the money nor the enthusiasm to begin 

new programs.  Accordingly I did not make that technological leap from the desktop to 

the internet with the management system. 

 

These are the kinds of examples of utilizing the technology skill.  Again, it is the skill 

that enables one to select the appropriate kind of technology to use to solve a problem.  

 

This needs a LOT of beefing up to describe what’s 

coming in the future. 
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Chapter 9 – The Interpersonal Skill 

 

 

The interpersonal skill is defined in many ways from multiple sources.  My own 

definition of the skill is as follows:  

 

The interpersonal skill is not a skill that enables you to win friends;  rather, it is a skill 

that is best described by how others view you after you have worked with them on the job 

or in some sort of project.  If you have it, then others feel that you have contributed 

effectively toward achieving the goals of the team.  Accordingly, it is like a teamwork 

skill. 

 

You can determine if you have the interpersonal skill through your behavior working 

with others, you have demonstrated that you: 

 

• Are attentive, listen to and acknowledge the ideas, opinions, and concerns of other 

members of the team; 

 

• Are willing to accept feedback from others in the process of completing the work; 

 

• Give sincere acknowledgement of the skills, ideas, and contributions of other 

team members; 

 

• Are tactful in stating your opinions and thoughts when disagreements arise; 
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• Demonstrate support for group consensus decisions – even though you may 

disagree with some of the decisions; 

 

• Build positively on the ideas brought forth by other members of the team; 

 

• Give credit where credit is due, and accept credit when it is given to you; 

 

• Leave others with a sincere feeling that you are and have been an effective team 

member. 

 

In a sense, by demonstrating effective interpersonal skills you have convinced others that 

you have been and always will be an effective member of a team and have added value to 

the process.  You have justified your compensation. 

 

Other definitions of the interpersonal skill generally point at the same characteristics as 

defined above.  Some examples are: 

 

The Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) defining the 

Interpersonal Skill as:   

 

• “They can work on teams, teach others, serve customers, lead, negotiate, and 

work well with people from culturally diverse backgrounds.” 
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One of Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences is the interpersonal skill defined as 

follows: 

 

“Understanding, interacting with others. These students learn through interaction. 

They have many friends, empathy for others, street smarts. They can be taught 

through group activities, seminars, dialogues. Tools include the telephone, audio 

conferencing, time and attention from the instructor, video conferencing, writing, 

computer conferencing, E-mail.” 

 

There are other derivations or subsets of the interpersonal dkill that have gained in 

popularity.  One is the concept of Emotional Intelligence.  This concept has evolved over 

time, and in 1990 Peter Salovey and John D. Mayer have been the leading researchers on 

emotional intelligence.  Their article, Emotional Intelligence, defined emotional 

intelligence as, "the subset of social intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one's 

own and others' feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this 

information to guide one's thinking and actions" (1990). 

 

While there is some debate regarding emotional intelligence as an inborn characteristic vs 

something that can be developed and strengthened over time, the concept has gained wide 

interest and there are multiple organizations that have built businesses on conducting 

workshops and extended programs to assist executives in polishing their emotional 
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intelligence abilities.  From testimonials from participants, these workshops and 

programs seem to enhance an individual’s overall interpersonal skills. 

 

The interpersonal skill is a learned skill and must be practiced in order for one to achieve 

a high level of competency.  There are abundant opportunities to learn and practice the 

Interpersonal Skills starting at a very early age – even in Kindergarten through group 

activities. 

 

Throughout the K-12 experience, many opportunities exist for students to engage with 

other students in group projects, classroom discussions, extracurricular activities, and the 

like where interpersonal skills are practiced.  Team sports require teamwork and 

interpersonal skills; participation in musical activities – choirs, bands, etc. – require 

teamwork; participation in performing arts – plays, musicals, etc. – require teamwork.   

 

In college experiences, multiple opportunities exist to enable students to develop 

interpersonal skills.  The college experience itself – where students must integrate 

themselves in a community of other students requires interpersonal skills.  Class 

participation, extracurricular activities, fraternity and sorority experiences, and the like 

enable students to develop these skills. 

 

One of the most effective means of teaching teamwork and interpersonal skills at the high 

school level is to engage students in field studies.  Field studies are explained elsewhere 

in this book, but they consist of teams of students who must work together 
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collaboratively to address and solve a problem or issue for a client.  This process involves 

team meetings where information is reviewed, data analyzed, and a written and oral 

report produced. 

 

For those who may have missed the opportunities to develop and nurture interpersonal 

and teamwork skills during the K-12 and college experiences, there is an entire industry 

devoted to workshops and seminars to develop these skills as well as countless self-help 

books.  The point is:  The interpersonal skill is essential to one’s success in a career as 

well as in life.  Take advantage of the opportunities to learn this skill well. 
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Chapter 10 – Time Management 

 

The Time Management skill is pretty simple in concept, but is often a struggle for us all. 

The Time Management skill enables an individual to determine what tasks are most 

important and how to devote the appropriate amount of time to accomplish those tasks to 

a high level of quality. 

Another way to look at the skill is this: You go to work in the morning and you know you 

have 10 things to do. Four of those things are critical . . . but YOU have to figure out 

which four of the ten are in that category. Then you have to (sort of) “fake it on the rest.” 

Actually, we really don’t manage time.  We manage ourselves as time marches on.  

Anything that we do will not change the steady progression of the clock.  So, we must 

understand that an organize ourselves to do the things we need to do in the time that we 

have. 

During the K-12 and to a lesser extent the undergraduate college educational experiences, 

the days are generally scripted and organized for the students.  A high school student 

goes to band practice at 7:30AM, has hourly classes from 9:00AM until 3:30PM or 

thereabouts, and possibly some extracurricular activity after school.  The evenings are not 
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scripted, but in many households, parents ensure that students spend adequate time on 

their homework before bed.   

In college, the schedules are not quite so tight except in some of the military academies. 

Plebe year at the US Naval Academy is a good example. Each day there are many things 

that need to be memorized (“Plebe Rates,” as they are called) and a plebe must be 

prepared to demonstrate that he/she knows those rates to any upper classman who might 

ask for them. This requirement is in addition to a highly structured class schedule over 

the entire year and forces plebes to manage their time and ensure that the things that 

MUST be done are, in fact, done. 

After the K-12 and college experience and an individual enters the work force where, 

depending on the nature of the job, the work day may or may not have structure.  

Generally for entry level employees, there is some degree of structure and projects or 

work tasks are assigned without the individual having to choose what to work on from 

multiple choices.   

As one gains responsibilities, however, there are multiple projects and tasks that have to 

be done as well as the inevitable unexpected crisis that happens at the most inopportune 

moments.  That is when the need for time management begins. 
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When one begins to manage time – alternatively, start managing one’s self to do the 

required work within a given time – then whatever he/she has learned through the K-12 

and college years starts to show itself.  Some people just have it – others don’t. 

Those that do most likely have some sort of system – such as an organized way to list 

things . . . a to do list.  Others keep things in their heads.  Still others put things to do on 

little yellow post-its and have them stuck all over the place.   

The BEST system seems to be that which WORKS; and what works for someone might 

not work for another. 

As we age, you might experience the same sort of phenomenon as have I – and that is 

that time seems to pass by faster as we grow older.  I’m not sure if this is actually true – I 

think not – but it certainly seems that way and there have been many studies conducted to 

examine what causes this phenomenon.  Whatever the reason, it seems real to many 

people and is a complicating factor when it comes to managing time.  Time just seems to 

go faster – and is therefore harder to manage. 

You can buy books about time management, apps for your smart phone, and more 

sophisticated computer programs ranging from simple to do lists to sophisticated project 

management programs. 



132 

On the sophisticated side of project and time management, a classic example of the is 

what was developed for the US Navy when it began building nuclear submarines.  A 

sophisticated technique known as the Program Evaluation Review Technique (PERT).  

This system enabled multiple construction tasks to be conducted simultaneously while 

compressing the total time needed to complete construction.  A “Critical Path” would be 

developed that enabled managers to see the key milestones that were necessary to keep 

the project on track and on time.  An example of a very simple PERT chart is as follows: 

 

A little less sophisticated but far more popular is the Gantt Chart.  This is a simple and 

easy to understand project timetable that can show what tasks are required in a project, 

when they start, when they should finish, and how they might overlap with other tasks 

needed to be done.  During the field study projects I conducted with high school student 

teams, we used the Gantt Chart technique to construct our work plans.  The actual work 
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plan used to do the AMA-sponsored Field Study for the Wheaton Medical Clinic is 

shown as follows: 

 

An even less sophisticated tool that is highly useful for setting priorities and managing 

time is known as the Eisenhower Matrix.   Things needed to be done were classified 

according to their importance and urgency and placed in the appropriate quadrant within 

a simple 2 x 2 matrix as follows: 
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Q1 – The really important stuff.  Things you have to do right now. 

Q2 – Important things, but can be scheduled to do later. 

Q3 – Important things, but not critical.  You can delegate these to others – but make sure 

you follow up. 

Q4 – Interesting things to do, but not critical, urgent, or even important.  Candidates for 

elimination. 

 

The main point of these different examples is that a time management tool or a project 

management tool can range from the sophisticated to the simple; and, again, which one 
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(or whatever tool one might find) is right for an individual to use . . . . . is whatever works 

for them. 
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Chapter 11 – Continuous Education 

 

Immediately after World War II, the United States was virtually without competition in 

the world.  Europe, China and Japan were devastated with much weakened 

manufacturing and international business capabilities.  Whatever the United States made 

sold everywhere. 

 

Over the course of the next couple of decades, however, countries recovered from the 

after effects of WWII and began not only to manufacture goods, but to export them to the 

United States at lower costs.  The rise in international competition was rapid – first in the 

automobile industry and then elsewhere.  This rise in competition and price competition 

required businesses to either manufacture product at a lower cost through automation or 

to eventually outsource manufacturing to overseas sources.  The overall effect was to put 

pressure on our labor force for the kinds of new skills and competencies that are 

necessary to compete in this new environment. 

 

We now live in an ever-changing world where significant and fast-paced developments in 

technology, world wide competition and demands for work place know how require us to 

adapt to these challenges simply in order to survive. 

 

The Continued Education skill is the ability to constantly learn new techniques, master 

changing technologies, keep up with changes in an industry, and the like.  
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Even if one’s goal is modest such as just staying employed, continuous education and 

learning new skills and techniques are mandatory.  A good example is that of a woman 

who was an artist and an instructor in art.  She faced a life-changing crisis in here family, 

and her response – past the age of 30 – was to drastically change her career.  She spent 

approximately twelve years in becoming a physician (MD) and a board certified 

Obstetrician/Gynecologist. She spent years doing surgeries such as hysterectomies, 

myomectomies (fibroid removals), Caesarian sections, and the like. When laparoscopic 

minimal invasive surgery was developed, she had to relearn various techniques to adapt 

to the changing nature of the medical profession and, sooner than she suspected, had to 

convert from laparoscopic methods to the more highly technical minimal invasive robotic 

techniques. This effort took constant training beyond the normal quarterly certifications 

and testing that was required to maintain her board certification. 

 

Not everyone is faced with such a drastic life change.  Nearly everyone, however, had to 

adapt themselves to the change from mechanical typewriters to computer word-

processing; nearly everyone came face to face with a flood of available information 

through the development of the internet; nearly everyone who enjoyed listening to music 

adjusted (and still is adjusting) to the evolution from the vinyl record discs to CDs and 

then to electronic storage of music on their smart phones and iTunes. 
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The changes that take place, for the most part, are not in the critical skills.  While the 

means of communications are changing rapidly through such devices as the smart phone 

and social media such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and the like, the skill of being able 

to express one’s thoughts and to gather the thoughts of others remains largely the same.  

The production skill has not changed – taking an idea from concept to reality – but the 

mechanics of how things get done require an application of the technology skill to 

achieve one’s goal.   

 

When one decides to take action and embark on the continuous education venture, where 

does one turn?  Depending on the depth in which an individual wants to learn, the answer 

is that there are many, many resources from which one can seek further education.  The 

resources lie at home right at the computer keyboard, at a local bookstore, or at alocal 

community college or university.  The resources vary from free to the very expensive.  A 

ten billion dollar industry is waiting to help. 

 

Self-Help Books 

Self-help books are the world’s best selling genre of published books.  The genre alone 

accounts for several billion per year in revenues, and the accompanying speeches, 

seminars, webinars, conferences and workshops alone are enough to make the self-help 

guru wealthy.  Topics range from the wildly unimaginable to the mundane – and they all 
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sell.  The depth of the material ranges from just scratching the surface to practically as 

deep as one wants to go.   

 

Community Colleges 

In the United States, there are nearly 2,000 community colleges serving approximately 

six million individuals – representing nearly half of all students enrolled in public 

educational institutions.  These institutions are primarily two-year colleges that provide 

higher education and grant certificates, diplomas, associate’s degrees, and certificates of 

completion for a variety of continuing education and adult education courses.  Many 

community colleges also conduct customized courses and training for client corporations. 

 

Topics covered by community colleges in the continuing education area alone cover 

specific courses about specialized computer programs (such as Microsoft Office), to the 

development of essential skills (such as interpersonal skills), business courses (such as 

accounting, marketing, and the like), and remedial education in such areas as science and 

mathematics.  Many non-credit continuing education courses are offered to the local 

community for personal development and interest only. 

 

Workshops and Seminars 
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The workshop and seminar business in the United States is huge.  One can enroll in and 

attend a seminar in just about anything, and if one goes into virtually any large suburban 

or downtown hotel and checks the daily calendar of events, there will most likely be 

several seminars and workshops scheduled for the day. 

 

There are two types of workshops and seminars.  One is the “business seminar” or 

business workshop where a business will assemble employees from around the country 

and conduct a one or two day session about some facet of the business; the other is the 

personal seminar or personal workshop where individuals interested in a particular 

subject area (usually self-help) will gather for instruction and practice in some specific 

personal development need. 

 

The Internet 

The internet offers training on virtually any subject.  This training can vary from direct 

online instruction or simply facilitate the purchase of training materials for use at home. 

 A good example of an effective online training organization is Lynda.com where, for a 

modest monthly fee, a user can enroll in any of nearly 3,000 courses taught in lecture 

format by highly qualified technical instructors.  These courses also include practice files 

that can be downloaded by the user.  The courses cover a very broad range of topics from 

fundamental science and mathematical principles to training in the use of highly technical 
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computer software applications such as the website development software Dreamweaver 

to computer code instruction.  The courses may be accessed at any time the user chooses 

– the lecturer is always ready.  

 

Mobile Devices 

Developers of training courses have not ignored smart phones and other mobile devices.  

In fact, bite-sized courses are available for mobile delivery and enable a user to access 

information and actually learn something while on a break, riding to or from work on a 

commuter train, or waiting for an appointment.  These ever-evolving applications 

incorporate creative ways to train including gaming as well as providing bite-sized 

pieces, and instructions via voice mail. 
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Chapter 12 – For Businesses 

 

 

Much has been written and discussed about core competencies and how they are used to 

define the uniqueness of a company or organization.  Core competencies, however, are 

not critical skills – even though a particular company will have its own set of critical 

skills that are similar to or even congruent with the definitions provided in this book.  The 

difference between companies, however, is that those critical skills might be organized in 

different orders of priority from company to company or organization to organization. 

 

For example, a medical clinic composed of MDs specialized in internal medicine would 

certainly have their information and analysis skills near the top of the list, mainly because 

the nature of their business is conducting examinations, performing tests, and providing 

diagnoses of patient disorders. 

 

A consumer packaged goods company, on the other hand, would have a different order of 

the critical skills mainly because the keys to success of their business is influencing the 

consumer’s purchase decision.  Elements such as pricing, packaging, shelf placement, 

that appeal to the consumer are the keys to success in that business. 

 

Determining a company’s critical skills is a rewarding project.  Such an effort can point 

the company toward effective training programs for employees, enable them to sharply 

define their recruiting criteria for entry level employees, and the like.  The process is 

quite straight forward. 
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Suppose, for example, a company has many stores or outlets where the bulk of their 

products are sold.  The key source of income for the company is the profitability of each 

store, so the individual who is the manager of such a store is the individual whose critical 

skills are the keys to the business. 

 

In order to determine the critical skills that make such an individual successful, the 

company would identify perhaps 30 stores where the managers are known to be quite 

effective through their demonstrated performance.  Additionally, they would identify 

perhaps 5-10 stores which have managers who are known to be average or even below 

average. 

 

The question then is, what are the critical skills of those individuals who are successful 

and how did they develop such skills; and, what is the skill profile of those who are not 

so successful? 

 

The answers to these questions can be addressed effectively by non-threatening in depth 

interviews with the managers.  Preferably the company would select the individuals to be 

interviewed and inform them that they will be interviewed by an individual outside the 

company whose mission is to determine what makes them successful.  This 

communication should go to ALL of the managers – including those whose performance 

has been sub par.  The company should communicate that the content of the interviews 

would not be used to evaluate them and that everything they communicated with the 

interviewer would be held in strict confidence.  The company should say that the only 
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thing they are interested in is a determination of the skill set that makes each individual 

successful. 

 

I had the pleasure of conducting several such assignments for large organizations.  All of 

the companies set up the interviews in the same non-threatening way, and the individuals 

who were interviewed (including the sub-performers) opened up with great candor about 

what made them successful.  Additionally they had substantive suggestions about how 

their organizations should recruit and train individuals to ensure their success. 

 

One of the organizations was in the building materials business.  They had about 150 

stores around the United States and catered only to building contractors.  While their 

critical skill set contained most of those presented in this book, it is understandable that 

the production skill was one of the top priority skills for success.  Additionally, they 

included work ethic which, in my view, is not a skill but more of a characteristic or trait 

of an individual.  Nevertheless, the work ethic was very important to these individuals 

and made an impact about how the company should go about recruiting new people into 

the organization.  Instead of recruiting at the four-year colleges, they shifted their 

recruiting focus to the community colleges where they would have a greater chance of 

finding individuals who had to work hard to get an education – going to school while 

holding down a job.  They also concluded that individuals they wanted to hire did not 

have to have any knowledge of or experience in the building materials industry.  The 

company concluded that they, themselves, knew that business well and could train their 
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recruits better than relying on finding someone who had experience in some lesser 

organization. 

 

Another large organization was in the food business.  Specifically, they specialized in 

managing the private label programs for large supermarket chains, and would place their 

own team within the supermarket chain headquarters and literally take over management 

of the private label business. 

 

This organization was interested in determining the critical skill set of the general 

managers who would be in charge of the team for a specific supermarket chain because it 

was this individual who would determine the profitability of their efforts with each 

organization.   

 

I followed the same general process in interviewing approximately 35 individuals 

comprised mostly of highly successful general managers and a few marginal performers.  

The results were similar to those discovered with the building materials and other 

companies with the critical skills slightly changed in terms of priorities.  Interestingly, 

one of the key skills identified was the analysis skill.  The business was essentially 

consumer marketing and highly dependent on market research and information about the 

supermarket consumer – what he/she purchased, why they purchased what they did, and 

what influenced their purchase decision.  We found (as with the building materials 

company) that the client did not need to find individuals who had experience in the food 

industry.  In fact, the company actually knew more about food marketing than most 
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competitors, and concluded that they would focus their internal training programs on the 

food marketing business and recruit individuals who had strong analytical skills as well 

as a good mix of the other critical skills in their skill set. 

 

This sort of critical skill determination is, in my view, much more effective and 

ultimately profitable than spending time trying to identify a set of core competencies that 

differentiate one company from another.  Such as set of core competencies is fine for 

marketing and perhaps investor relations purposes, and perhaps to help focus training 

programs, but not much else.  With critical skill sets such as these, however, companies 

can actually DO SOMETHING – such as sharply focus their recruiting, focus their 

internal training, and the like. 

 

Recruiting 

 

When recruiting new people in entry level positions that position them for future growth 

in the company, it is wise to include the critical skills as part of if not the major criteria 

for hiring.  The trick is that critical skills are hard to assess and must be accomplished by 

skilled interviewers or recruiters who can ask the kind of questions that will enable the 

individual to demonstrate these skills or provide an explanation of the kind of production 

skills he/she has accomplished. 
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When recruiting executives at a higher level than first capstone, the critical skills should 

also be assessed because of their increased importance at higher levels of management.  

Make sure that whatever executive recruiter you use knows how to assess these skills. 

 

  

 

 

 



148 

Chapter Thirteen – Common Core Standards 

 

The intent of this book is to encourage teachers and their associated schools to teach 

the critical skills.  My purpose is not to serve as either an advocate or opponent of 

adoption of the Common Core Standards (CSS).  Rather, I believe it is essential for 

teachers and schools to teach not only academic content – but also the kinds of skills that 

students can use productively in their careers and lives.  Accordingly, I strongly urge 

teachers and schools to do whatever is necessary to teach the critical skills. 

 

The Common Core Standards are, in reality, part of the national debate.  Therefore in this 

chapter I will present the CSS along with the myths and facts associated with those 

standards.  Whether or not a state, school district, school or teacher adopts the standards 

as a blueprint for instruction is solely up to them. 

 

A great deal of confusion and debate is taking place regarding the Common Core 

Standards.  Such a debate and analysis of what the CSS are and how they will be used to 

improve our schools must be based on solid facts that are true and not myths or 

misconceptions provided by vocal opponents of the initiative.  Using the critical skill of 

analysis, one must ensure that the premises are true before drawing any conclusions.  

Therefore, in order to describe what the CSS ARE, it might best be accomplished by first 

articulating some of these myths and misconceptions. 
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Here is a list of the Myths vs Facts about the Common Core Standards.  This list was 

taken directly from the Common Core Website:  http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-

standards/myths-vs-facts/ 

Common Core Myths vs. Facts 

Myth: Adopting common standards means bringing all states’ standards 

down to the lowest common denominator. This means that states with 

high standards are actually taking a step backwards by adopting the 

Common Core. 

Fact: The standards are designed to build upon the most advanced 

current thinking about preparing all students for success in college, 

career, and life. This will result in moving even the best state standards to 

the next level. In fact, since this work began, there has been an explicit 

agreement that no state would lower its standards. The standards were 

informed by the best in the country, the highest international standards, 

and evidence and expertise about educational outcomes. We need college- 

and career-ready standards because even in high‐performing states, 

students are graduating and passing all the required tests but still need 

remediation in their postsecondary work. 

Myth: The Common Core State Standards are not internationally 

benchmarked. 

http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/myths-vs-facts/
http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/myths-vs-facts/
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Fact: Standards from top-performing countries played a significant role 

in the development of the math and English language arts/literacy 

standards. In fact, the college- and career-ready standards provide an 

appendix listing the evidence that was consulted in drafting the standards, 

including the international standards that were consulted in the 

development process. 

Myth: The standards only include skills and do not address the 

importance of content knowledge. 

Fact: The standards recognize that both content and skills are important. 

The English language arts standards require certain critical content for 

all students, including classic myths and stories from around the world, 

America’s founding documents, foundational American literature, and 

Shakespeare. Appropriately, the remaining crucial decisions about what 

content should be taught are made at the state and local levels. In addition 

to content coverage, the standards require that students systematically 

acquire knowledge in literature and other disciplines through reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening. 

The mathematics standards lay a solid foundation in whole numbers, 

addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, fractions, and decimals. 

Taken together, these elements support a student’s ability to learn and 

apply more demanding math concepts and procedures. The middle school 
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and high school standards call on students to practice applying 

mathematical ways of thinking to real-world issues and challenges. They 

prepare students to think and reason mathematically. The standards set a 

rigorous definition of college and career readiness not by piling topic 

upon topic, but by demanding that students develop a depth of 

understanding and ability to apply mathematics to novel situations, as 

college students and employees regularly do. 

Myths About Content and Quality: Math 

Myth: The standards do not prepare or require students to learn algebra 

in the 8th grade, as many states’ current standards do. 

Fact: The standards do accommodate and prepare students for Algebra 1 

in 8th grade by including the prerequisites for this course in grades K‐7. 

Students who master the K‐7 material will be able to take Algebra 1 in 

8th grade. At the same time, grade 8 standards also include rigorous 

algebra and will transition students effectively into a full Algebra 1 

course. 

Myth: Key math topics are missing or appear in the wrong grade. 

Fact: The mathematical progressions presented in the Common Core 

State Standards are coherent and based on evidence. 
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Part of the problem with having different sets of state standards in 

mathematics is that different states cover different topics at different grade 

levels. Coming to a consensus guarantees that, from the viewpoint of any 

given state, topics will move up or down in the grade level sequence. What 

is important to keep in mind is that the progression in the Common Core 

State Standards is mathematically coherent and leads to college and 

career readiness at an internationally competitive level. 

Myths About Content and Quality: English Language 

Arts/Literacy 

Myth: The standards are just vague descriptions of skills and do not 

include a reading list or any other reference to content. 

Fact: The standards do include sample texts that demonstrate the level of 

text complexity appropriate for the grade level and compatible with the 

learning demands set out in the standards. The exemplars of high-quality 

texts at each grade level provide a rich set of possibilities and have been 

very well received. This provides a reference point for teachers when 

selecting their texts, along with the flexibility to make their own decisions 

about what texts to use. 

Myth: English teachers will be asked to teach science and social studies 

reading materials. 
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Fact: With the ELA standards, English teachers will still teach their 

students literature as well as literary nonfiction. However, because 

college and career readiness overwhelmingly focuses on complex texts 

outside of literature, these standards also ensure students are being 

prepared to read, write, and research across the curriculum, including in 

history and science. These goals can be achieved by ensuring that 

teachers in other disciplines are also focusing on reading and writing to 

build knowledge within their subject areas. 

Myth: The standards do not have enough emphasis on fiction/literature. 

Fact: The Common Core requires certain critical content for all students, 

including classic myths and stories from around the world, America’s 

founding documents, foundational American literature, and Shakespeare. 

Appropriately, the remaining crucial decisions about what content should 

be taught are made at the state and local levels. The standards require 

that a portion of what is read in high school should be informational text, 

yet the bulk of this portion will be accounted for in non-ELA disciplines 

that do not frequently use fictional texts. This means that stories, drama, 

poetry, and other literature account for the majority of reading that 

students will do in their ELA classes. In addition to content coverage, the 

standards require that students systematically acquire knowledge in 

literature and other disciplines through reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening. 
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Myths About Process 

Myth: No teachers were involved in writing the standards. 

Fact: The Common Core drafting process relied on teachers and 

standards experts from across the country. In addition, many state experts 

came together to create the most thoughtful and transparent process of 

standard setting. This was only made possible by many states working 

together.  

Myth: The standards are not based on research or evidence. 

Fact: The standards have made careful use of a large and growing body 

of evidence. The evidence base includes scholarly research, surveys on 

what skills are required of students entering college and workforce 

training programs, assessment data identifying college‐ and career‐

ready performance, and comparisons to standards from high‐performing 

states and nations. 

In English language arts, the standards build on the firm foundation of the 

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) frameworks in 

reading and writing, which draw on extensive scholarly research and 

evidence. 

In mathematics, the standards draw on conclusions from the Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and other studies 
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of high‐performing countries that found the traditional U.S. mathematics 

curriculum needed to become substantially more coherent and focused in 

order to improve student achievement, addressing the problem of a 

curriculum that is “a mile wide and an inch deep.” 

Myths About Implementation 

Myth: The standards tell teachers what to teach. 

Fact: Teachers know best about what works in the classroom. That is why 

these standards establish what students need to learn but do not dictate 

how teachers should teach. Instead, schools and teachers will decide how 

best to help students reach the standards. 

Myth: Teachers will be left to implement the standards without any 

support or guidance. 

Fact: Decisions on how to implement the standards are made at the state 

and local levels. As such, states and localities are taking different 

approaches to implementing the standards and providing their teachers 

with the supports they need to help students successfully reach the 

standards.  

Myth: The standards will be implemented through No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB), signifying that the federal government will be leading them. 
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Fact: The Common Core is a state‐led effort that is not part of No Child 

Left Behind or any other federal initiative. The federal government played 

no role in the development of the Common Core. State adoption of the 

standards is in no way mandatory. States began the work to create clear, 

consistent standards before the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 

which provided funding for the Race to the Top grant program. It also 

began before the Elementary and Secondary Education Act blueprint was 

released, because this work is being driven by the needs of the states, not 

the federal government.  

Myth: The Common Core State Standards were adopted by states as part 

of the Race to the Top grant program.  

Fact: Recognizing the strength of having high standards for all students, 

the federal government gave competitive advantage to Race to the Top 

applicants that demonstrated that they had or planned to adopt college- 

and career-ready standards for all students. The program did not specify 

the Common Core or prevent states from creating their own, separate 

college- and career-ready standards. States and territories voluntarily 

chose to adopt the Common Core to prepare their students for college, 

career, and life. Many states that were not chosen for Race to the Top 

grants continue to implement the Common Core. 

Myth: These standards amount to a national curriculum for our schools. 
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Fact: The Common Core is not a curriculum. It is a clear set of shared 

goals and expectations for what knowledge and skills will help our 

students succeed. Local teachers, principals, superintendents, and others 

will decide how the standards are to be met. Teachers will continue to 

devise lesson plans and tailor instruction to the individual needs of the 

students in their classrooms. 

Myth: The federal government will take over ownership of the Common 

Core State Standards initiative. 

Fact: The federal government will not govern the Common Core State 

Standards. The Common Core was and will remain a state-led effort. The 

NGA Center and CCSSO are committed to developing a long-term 

governance structure with leadership from governors, chief state school 

officers, and other state policymakers to ensure the quality of the Common 

Core and that teachers and principals have a strong voice in the future of 

the standards. States and local school districts will drive implementation 

of the Common Core. 

Myth: The Common Core State Standards will result in a national 

database of private student information. 

Fact: There are no data collection requirements for states adopting the 

standards. Standards define expectations for what students should know 

and be able to do by the end of each grade. Implementing the Common 
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Core State Standards does not require data collection. The means of 

assessing students and the use of the data that result from those 

assessments are up to the discretion of each state and are separate and 

unique from the Common Core. 

Source:  Common Core Standards Website 

 http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/myths-vs-facts/ 

 

 

With the myths vs facts about the CSS understood, here is what the CSS are all about – 

again taken from the CSS website:  

What is the Common Core? 

State education chiefs and governors in 48 states came together to develop 

the Common Core, a set of clear college- and career-ready standards for 

kindergarten through 12th grade in English language arts/literacy and 

mathematics. Today, 43 states have voluntarily adopted and are working 

to implement the standards, which are designed to ensure that students 

graduating from high school are prepared to take credit bearing 

introductory courses in two- or four-year college programs or enter the 

workforce. 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/myths-vs-facts/
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Who led the development of the Common Core State Standards? 

The nation's governors and education commissioners, through their 

representative organizations, the National Governors Association Center 

for Best Practices (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers 

(CCSSO), led the development of the Common Core State Standards and 

continue to lead the initiative. Teachers, parents, school administrators, 

and experts from across the country, together with state leaders, provided 

input into the development of the standards. The actual implementation of 

the Common Core, including how the standards are taught, the curriculum 

developed, and the materials used to support teachers as they help 

students reach the standards, is led entirely at the state and local levels. 

Who was involved in the development of the Common Core State 

Standards? 

States across the country collaborated with teachers, researchers, and 

leading experts to design and develop the Common Core State Standards. 

Each state independently made the decision to adopt the Common Core. 

Local teachers, principals, and superintendents lead the implementation of 

the Common Core in their states. The federal government was not 

involved in the development of the standards. 

Source:  Common Core Standards Website 

http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/frequently-asked-questions/ 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/frequently-asked-questions/
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To reiterate:   The intent of this book is to encourage teachers and their associated 

schools to teach the critical skills.   

 

My purpose is not to serve as either an advocate or opponent of adoption of the Common 

Core Standards (CSS).  The CSS actually do point the process of teaching and learning 

toward integrating the critical skills into the K-12 academic curriculum; but there are 

many ways for creative schools and teachers to accomplish this mission without using the 

CSS.  I believe it is essential for teachers and schools to teach not only academic content 

– but also the kinds of skills that students can use this content productively in their 

careers and lives.  Accordingly, I strongly urge teachers and schools to do whatever is 

necessary to teach the critical skills. 
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Chapter Fourteen – For Educators 

 

 

My admiration for those who have chosen a teaching career is high.  Many of my own 

teachers – K-12 and through college have been lifetime role models for me.  Nearly all 

were very good and dedicated to their profession. 

 

The challenges faced by teachers these days are enormous.   

• The hours are long; 

• The pay is low; 

• The classes are large; 

• The curriculum is demanding; 

• Teacher homework – grading papers and preparing for the next day are gueling; 

• Discipline is difficult; 

• Technology is always changing; 

• Funding is scarce. 

 

Despite these challenges, dedicated teachers work every day to enhance the learning 

experience of their students.  Their rewards are quite simple in that they receive a great 

deal of personal satisfaction knowing that they are influencing the lives of young people 

and preparing them to face the future with confidence.  For some students, their teachers 

are role models for them to emulate.   

 

I think back to some of the great teachers I had and the meaningful learning experiences 

they provided.  Fresh in my mind is my physics teacher who was teaching us Newton’s 
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laws of motion.  He not only taught us what they were, he explained how they could be 

applied.  This motivated a friend and me to do an experiment challenging the laws of 

motion to see if we could determine the height of a high bridge north of the town in 

which we lived.   

 

We went to the bridge one Saturday morning armed only with a good stopwatch.  We 

collected a couple dozen rocks of similar shape – but not of the same size – and 

positioned ourselves on the bridge high above the small creek below.  We would hold a 

rock over the bridge, and at the count of three would simultaneously drop the rock and 

start the stopwatch.  When we would see the splash of the rock hitting the creek below a 

few seconds later, we would stop the watch and record the time it took from releasing the 

rock until impact in the water.  With the two dozen times, we calculated an average and 

then, using the gravitational constant for the area, calculated the height of the bridge.  125 

feet from the bridge to the water. 

 

We presented our findings to the class the following Monday and what I remember most 

was the look of satisfaction and pleasure on our teacher’s face.  Not only did we 

understand what he was talking about in terms of concept, we actually put the theory to 

work and provided results.  We demonstrated that we knew not only the “what,” but the 

“hows” and the “whys.”  I don’t recall if we received any sort of grade for the effort, but 

I will never forget the experiment, how we did it, how it worked, and our results.  

Whenever I see that bridge now, I can tell all my friends the actual height of the bridge 

with confidence. 
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That was a learning experience using the critical skills and, quite frankly, an application 

of what teachers can do in implementing the Common Core Standards.  The learning was 

real and long lasting. 

 

I can also remember clearly a learning experience from the fifth grade.  It was near 

Lincoln’s birthday and our teacher was discussing with us the battle of Gettysburg, it’s 

impact on the Civil War, and that President Lincoln had seen fit to go to Gettysburg to 

give a speech.  Of course we read the Gettysburg Address out loud – several times as I 

recall – and the teacher was explaining to us how President Lincoln had communicated so 

much in such a short address.  I remember that she told us that we didn’t need a lot of 

words to communicate what we wanted to say, and to this day I always think of her when 

pondering what to either talk about or write.  Keep it short – and keep it meaningful. 

 

The following Sunday when I was attending church (my mother forced me to attend the 

regular service and hear the sermon) the minister was speaking about President Lincoln.  

During his sermon, he told the congregation, “I’ll bet there isn’t anyone here who can tell 

me 10 things about President Lincoln.”  I heard that – and, sitting near the front row – 

simply raised my hand.  That stopped the minister in his tracks and created a chuckle 

from the congregation.  After a pause, he went on with his sermon – and I have forgotten 

what he talked about.  After the service, the minister told my mother that he was glad that 

at least one person was listening! 
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The reason I remember these things so clearly is that both teachers had their students 

engaged in discussion during the class.  The teachers would not simply “tell” us about 

these things; rather, he/she asked the students questions and listened to what they had to 

say in response.  Then he/she would comment and either expand on what the student said 

or ask another student for his/her comments.  To me, that was very effective teaching 

and, upon reflection, it is clear to me that each was teaching not only content – but the 

critical skills as well. 

 

Teaching those critical skills is difficult, and the process can be somewhat unfamiliar and 

even strange to some teachers.  Such teaching not only includes the “what” about things, 

it includes the “how” and the “why.”  Not only does teaching such skills require the 

instructor to know and understand the content, but he/she must be able to engage the class 

in discussion and build upon student comments as well as keep the discussion on point.  

Unfortunately many of our teachers are not equipped to practice this sort of teaching. 

 

Teaching the communication skills is much more than just having students read aloud or 

listen to a lecture.  It requires getting the students to express their views – particularly in 

oral communications in class.  Teachers must establish an environment where students 

are encouraged to speak, and when they speak they will not be laughed at or ridiculed.  

Such an environment must be safe. 

 

Teaching the writing skill is not only the realm of the English or Language Arts teacher, 

but of others as well.  Students can always be asked to summarize what they have learned 
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on one sheet of paper – using complete sentences, of course.  One Social Studies teacher 

whom I know reserves the last five minutes of each class to enable the students to write 

down on one sheet of paper the three or four essential things that they learned during the 

class.  She then collects the papers at the end of the class and gives them back the next 

day.  Not only does this reinforce the learning of content, but it gives students the practice 

of writing as well.   

 

Many teachers are highly creative and teach the production skill easily.  All it takes is to 

have students grasp an idea to either make or create something, and then let them do it 

with encouragement along the way.  Teachers should always point out to the students that 

they can make their ideas real – they can actually turn their ideas – within reason of 

course – into reality. 

 

In order to teach the information skill, teachers must have a good grasp of today’s 

internet technology and the power of such search engines as Google, Yahoo, Bing, etc.  

Most likely they will find the students quite able to use the internet, so asking for and 

finding information is quite easy.  The trick is to teach the students how to discriminate 

between that information which is true, that which is questionable, and that which is 

completely false.  They should be taught to at least question the validity of the 

information they receive – whether they get it off the internet, from books or magazines, 

from newspapers, or from others.  The goal is to teach them to not believe everything 

they read or hear, but to question its truth and validity before actually using the 

information to draw any sort of conclusion from it. 
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Teaching the analytical skill – critical thinking – is an everyday job.  Students should be 

taught to be familiar with the concept of “P” → “Q” ( P implies Q ) and that they can 

develop findings from the information they know to be true and ultimately draw 

conclusions from their findings.  Just doing a little bit of this each day teaches a lot of 

critical thinking over time.  Such critical thinking becomes habit forming and a way of 

life that will serve them well. 

 

Interpersonal (teamwork) skills are taught indirectly.  Aside from extracurricular 

activities and team sports, the traditional academic classroom teacher can have students 

work in groups on a project and/or work together toward presenting something in class.  

Encourage the students to contribute to the team, to listen attentively to the ideas of 

others, and to share the responsibility of completing the project.  As a follow up activity, 

a teacher can have the students reflect on what they did as a team and how others 

contributed positively to the outcome. 

 

Regarding the technology skill, it might be appropriate in some instances to have the 

students teaching the class!  Students these days have unimaginable skills using the 

computer and various mobile devices; but the technology skill is focused on having 

students understand how to select the right kind of technology to solve a problem – not 

just to demonstrate facility in computer skills.   

 

In the US Labor Department publication, Teaching the SCANS Competencies, suggested 

ways of teaching the technology skill are as follows: 
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In English/Writing: 

Write an article showing the relationship between technology and the 

environment. Use word processing to write and edit papers after receiving 

teacher feedback. 

In Mathematics: 

Read manuals for several data-processing programs and write a memo 

recommending the best programs to handle a series of mathematical 

situations. 

In Science: 

Calibrate a scale to weigh accurate portions of chemicals for an 

experiment. Trace the development of this technology from earliest uses to 

today. 

In Social Studies/Geography: 

Research and report on the development and functions of the seismograph 

and its role in earthquake prediction and detection. 

In History: 

Analyze the effects of wars on technological development. Use computer 

graphics to plot the relationship of the country’s economic growth to 

periods of peace and war. 

Source:  US Dept of Labor; Teaching the SCANS Competencies 

 

 

To me, these are modest examples of incorporating some of the critical skills into the 

academic curriculum.  There are, of course, countless others and the only limitation is the 
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individual teacher’s imagination to create problems and ensure that they are connected to 

some meaningful skill goal as well as to enhance the academic content learning 

experience. 

 

Project Based Learning 

 

Project Based Learning (PBL) is an intensive teaching method where students are 

engaged as members of a team to address a real world problem, conducting 

investigations, collecting appropriate information, conducting proper analyses, 

developing findings, conclusions and recommendations, and presenting their results in 

written and oral form.  PBL is the most comprehensive (and I think effective) way to 

teach the critical skills.  The kind of PBL exercise I recommend most is the Field Study 

which is described elsewhere in this book as well as covered extensively on the field 

study blog (http://fieldstudiesblog.com/home/  ). 

 

Each of the skills is addressed in a field study or most PBL projects. 

 

• Communications – Students must listen in order to capture the essence of the 

problem or issue to be addressed, write a confirmation letter articulating their 

approach to the problem and what they will deliver, write a report detailing their 

findings, conclusions and recommendations, and present the report orally. 

 

http://fieldstudiesblog.com/home/
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• Production – Students must make the journey from their articulation of the 

problem all the way through to a final report presenting their results. 

 

• Information – Students must gather information from internet sources, library, or 

through interviews regarding the issues they must address.  They must prepare 

and use interview guides where interviews are appropriate.  They must take notes 

and summarize each interview regarding.  They must organize their data in order 

to conduct a team analysis. 

 

• Analytical – Students must analyze their collected information and develop their 

findings, conclusions and recommendations based on that information and ensure 

that the information on which they are basing their analysis is accurate and true. 

 

• Interpersonal – Students must work collaboratively as a team in all phases of the 

project. 

 

• Technology – Students must select and use the appropriate technology to conduct 

their analysis, write their report, and present the report orally. 

 

• Time Management – Students must prepare a work plan (Gantt Chart) to budget 

their time, set deadlines, and complete the project on time. 
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Simple PBL exercises are relatively easy for a teacher to conduct; however, a field study 

takes considerably more time and effort, and the teacher should be well-prepared and 

knowledgeable about how such studies are conducted before embarking on such a 

project.  Field studies are by far the most comprehensive of all PBL exercises, and it is 

common to find such projects being conducted at the college graduate level such as the 

Harvard Business School.  However, experience has demonstrated clearly that high 

school students – properly guided – are totally capable of conducting such projects.  

These are the kinds of projects that were featured in Teaching the SCANS Competencies. 
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Chapter Fifteen – For Students 

 

 

Students are the ones at whom this book is aimed.  You are the ones who need to learn 

and master the critical skills.  These will be necessary for you to function and grow in a 

twenty first century environment.  The time to start learning and mastering them is now! 

 

My intent in this chapter is to present not only how you will be able to learn and practice 

these skills while in school, but also to help guide you in the college selection process as 

well as what you should do while you’re in college.  Additionally I will give you a simple 

strategy in making your choice for a first job after you graduate either from high school 

or college. 

 

In High School 

 

The high school environment is generally highly structured.  There are specific times for 

each class, students do not have to decide where they should be at a particular time in the 

traditional academic classes, but do have a bit of freedom in choosing a few courses as 

well as choosing to participate in a variety of extracurricular activities, music and sports. 

 

You can practice all of the critical skills in the traditional academic classroom setting as 

well as extracurricular activities.  Remember that in each of these settings, you are going 

to practice these specific critical skills: 
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• Communications 

• Production 

• Information 

• Analysis 

• Interpersonal 

• Technology 

• Time Management 

 

You can wait until later to practice the continued education skill. 

 

In the classroom . . .  

One would expect that the academic classroom in a high school would be a safe place . . . 

safe in terms of being able to ask questions, answer questions, voice your opinion, etc.  

Do not be shy and afraid that you will get something wrong and be embarrassed . . . quite 

frankly, the classroom is the place to make these sorts of mistakes; don’t wait until you 

are in a high stakes job and your career depends on what you do in a meeting.  Get the 

practice NOW and make your mistakes when it doesn’t count so much! 

 

Communications 

The key is to participate in class.  Don’t just sit back and listen all the 

time.  Get involved.  Ask questions.  Participate in the discussion.  
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Practice your writing skills.  Take time in writing a report.  Practice using 

complete sentences.  Take notes; and here’s a tip:  At the end of every 

class, take a few minutes and write down in your notebook the 3-4 things 

you learned in that class.  Make sure you put the date of the class.  This 

will help you review for exams, and will increase your chances of getting 

better grades! 

 

Production 

 

Look at every assignment as a project you need to complete.  At the 

beginning, when the project is assigned, treat it as the idea – then work 

your way to completion.  Understand the process you are undertaking 

when doing this, and make it a habit!  It will serve you well. 

 

Participate in activities with your class in such things as serving on 

committees for the yearbook, the school paper, a decorating committee, 

creating a float for the homecoming parade, and other such activities.  

Again, when you do this, treat the project as a production process – from 

the idea phase through completion.  Make that a habit! 

 

Information 
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You will obviously be given a textbook or some other such material as a 

source for your academic subject.  Read it.  Try to understand what is 

being communicated.  Take notes when you study.  Write down your 

questions about things you do not understand.  Make that a habit as well. 

 

Analysis 

 

Understand what “P” → “Q” means.  Read the analysis skill chapter in 

this book.  Understand that it is important that you use valid information 

BEFORE you develop any findings or conclusions.  If you do not do this, 

you will be “jumping to conclusions,” as they say. 

 

Technology 

 

In the classroom you most likely will not have a choice about what sort of 

technology to use; however, try to understand what technology IS being 

used and WHY it is being used.   

 

Interpersonal 

 

Classroom settings generally offer opportunities for developing the 

interpersonal/teamwork skill – obviously in group projects.  The skill itself 

involves your being recognized as a valued member of a team – and that 
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applies as well to being a valued member of the class.  So even if you are 

not on any sort of team project, your constructive participation in class 

will communicate to others that your presence is valued; and that is your 

goal! 

 

Time Management 

 

The academic classroom doesn’t offer you much control over your time; 

however, you do have the ability to budget your time when it comes to 

balancing the needs of after school activities, your social life, and your 

HOMEWORK.  You have to set the priorities yourself – and get the most 

important things done well.  This means sometimes sacrificing social time 

for studying.  Get used to this sort of thing.  The need for setting priorities 

and achieving a balance will increase both in college and later on in life.  

Time management is a skill to “get good at” NOW! 

 

Course Selection 

 

The bulk of the high school curriculum has already been chosen for you, but you do have, 

depending on your school, some possible choices to make.  I remember my own high 

school days when I had choices to make, and one of the most important choices at the 

time was to take a year of typing.  YES – “typing.”  Back then the typing class was 

generally reserved for females who were thinking about becoming secretaries.  A local 
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lawyer in town who was also my Sunday School teacher suggested that I take typing 

because I would need to be writing and submitting many reports in college.  That’s the 

main reason I took the course – and it was one of the most valuable courses I ever took!  

Little did I foresee that the personal computer would emerge many years later – and, in 

retrospect, I like to think that I had the wisdom to prepare for the PC and the Mac.   

 

Two other courses that are valuable for the development of critical skills – these might be 

extracurricular activities in some schools – and these courses are speech and debate.  

Each course/activity gives you an opportunity to practice your oral communications, and 

debate is particularly helpful in the development of your information and analytical skills.  

Not only do you have to make your arguments orally, you have to think on your feet.  

Remember that the communications skill is number one – and the information/analytical 

skills are nearly as important.  Take advantage of the opportunity to get involved in 

speech and debate.  Each will serve you well. 

 

Extra Curricular Activities 

 

Most extra curricular activities in high school offer excellent opportunities to practice 

your interpersonal/teamwork and production skills.  The performing arts give terrific 

opportunities to practice communications and production skills, team sports offer 

wonderful interpersonal/teamwork skills as well as production (i.e., Beat South High 

School!). 
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Work-Based Learning 

 

Work-based learning programs have suffered under a stigma of being “vocational 

training.”  This is a terribly wrong view of an important opportunity to gain some real 

world experience.  In some high schools, such work-based learning programs are 

considered NOT to be for the “college bound” student.  Again, this is wrong, because a 

quality work-based or service learning experience can give students excellent 

opportunities to practice many of the critical skills in a real world environment.   

 

In the early 1990’s, the Federal government passed the School-to-Work Opportunities 

Act of 1994 which was intended to provide seed money for high schools to create 

meaningful work-based learning experiences for ALL students as well as to integrate 

some of the critical skills into the academic classroom.  At one high school, a team of 

five junior and one senior (all female) embarked on a field study to find out if businesses 

and other organizations in their community would be interested in an unpaid internship 

program and partnership with the high school.  The caveat was that jobs in these 

organizations would be created – jobs that could be done by students after school and 

jobs that contained projects and tasks that could be shown to be connected to the critical 

skills.  The students completed the project and actually set up the program which, over 

the next twenty years, gave hundreds of students (college bound and non-college bound) 

an opportunity to gain these experiences.   
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ANY school could do what these young women did – and it cost the school district 

nothing.  The project they conducted is detailed in depth and could serve as a blueprint 

for any adventurous team of students who might want to give it a try.  The program is 

totally free, and the website address is as follows:  http://highschoolservicelearning.com/ 

 

Choosing a College 

 

Choosing a college can be a highly emotional adventure for high school students.  My 

own personal belief is that the college experience ought to be approximately 40% 

academic and 60% social and skill building.  Many will disagree with this, but the college 

opportunity gives a student the chance to assimilate into a new community, to learn solid 

academics, and to participate with others in a wide variety of experiences such as 

intramural activities, sports, and fraternities and sororities.  I am NOT suggesting that an 

individual should go to a college to have a party;  rather, I am suggesting that there is 

much more to the experience – such as making life long friends – than just studying all 

the time.   

 

In choosing a college, my advice is as follows:  1)  Pay no attention to how high a college 

or university might be rated by some magazine; 2) Have your own set of criteria that you 

will use to select the college.  Make sure that these criteria are YOUR OWN and not 

those which someone else has told you to use; 3) Make sure you visit the college and see 

for yourself if you would like to spend four years of your life in that environment; 4) 

When the letters of acceptance come pouring in, evaluate each of the colleges/universities 

http://highschoolservicelearning.com/
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against your pre-prepared criteria, and then PUT THOSE CRITERIA AWAY.  Make 

your decision FROM THE HEART!  Not from the brain. 

 

The BEST college for you is the one that feels right for you – not the one that you think 

you should attend because it is highly rated in some area or simply has good athletic 

teams.  Trust your heart!  If you attend the college that you love, you will have an 

excellent experience. 

 

Selecting a major in college can be, all too often, a decision that is taken far too seriously.  

There really isn’t much of a correlation between what might be your major and what you 

will eventually do during the rest of your life.  So don’t be afraid to major in a subject 

that you really love!  You will get better grades and you will have a better experience in 

college.  Remember that you can, if you want, become a physician if you go to college 

and major in history.  It might take you longer – but you can do it.  The same is for 

virtually any other career.  So – again – don’t take it too seriously and trust your heart!  

You will be rewarded. 

 

The First Job After College 

 

 Long ago, when one entered a job in an organization, he/she would likely stay there for 

the rest of his/her career.  That is no longer true.  In fact, the chances that you will stay in 

the organization where you take your first job for your entire career are virtually nil.   
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The best advice that I can give is this:  1)  Find an organization where they are known to 

do things well. (You don’t want to learn how to do things “not well.”); 2)  Don’t worry 

about starting salaries.  Starting salaries can serve as a temporary anesthetic for a job that 

isn’t much fun and offers little in the way of a learning experience; 3) When you find the 

organization where they do things well, take any job that is offered to you.  Join the 

company or organization, do the best job you can, but CONCENTRATE ON 

LEARNING AND DEVELOPING YOUR CRITICAL SKILLS!  (You can take that 

advice to the bank!) 

 

In summary, the challenges that face you are not insurmountable – not at all.  In fact, they 

present a wonderful opportunity for you to control your own development in preparation 

for pursuing the rest of your life.  So meet these challenges gladly!  You will profit from 

the experience! 
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Chapter Sixteen – For the Career Minded 

 

 

The career minded individual is the one who pays attention to his/her career and embarks 

on a journey to build a skill mosaic that matches to a good extent the kind of skill mosaic 

that would fit one of the first career capstone positions. 

 

In Chapter One, I presented the concept of the skill mosaic and made the point that in 

order to advance upward into more senior management, an individual would be wise to 

build a skill mosaic that fits one of the many first career capstone positions in his/her 

company.  Such a skill mosaic for a VP-Marketing would look as follows with the “dots” 

representing skills attained through experience: 

 

The principle here is that in order to be qualified for such a position, one needs to build 

the kinds of skills that qualify him/her for the position.  Likewise, an executive recruiter 
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when conducting a search for a VP-Marketing for this particular company would be 

looking for individuals whose skill profiles fit the mosaic defined in the position 

specification guiding the search.  Remember that in order to advance to more senior level 

management positions, one first needs to be qualified, i.e., have the kind of skill mosaic 

that closely matches the mosaic for the capstone position. 

 

Many companies carefully monitor their rising stars and promote them into positions 

where they can build their skill mosaic.  Individuals would advance at whatever pace the 

company chooses as shown in the following graphics: 

 

The first job taken by an individual in an entry level position would contain some of the 

technical skills needed by employees in the marketing area, and, of course, would contain 

all of the critical skills.  In this position, the individual would be wise to do the best job 
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that he/she can do in that job while mastering not only the technical skills but the critical 

skills as well. 

 

The first promotion job would probably add specific technical skills and responsibilities 

and would look like the following: 

 

 

The job responsibilities of an individual in this particular position would consist of those 

shown in the shaded areas and contain not only new technical skills, but the critical skills 

as well. 

 

When the next promotion comes, additional technical skills are added to the individual’s 

job as follows – again with the skills and responsibilities shown in the shaded areas: 
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The next promotion would again add to the individual’s skill mosaic as follows: 
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At this point, the individual would be nearly complete in building a skill mosaic that 

would qualify him/her for the VP-Marketing job in this company – OR – become visible 

to an executive recruiter who might be doing a search for a VP-Marketing position 

somewhere else. 

 

A very important point to make regarding the process of building a skill mosaic toward a 

first level capstone position: 

 

1) You should carefully manage your career so that you build a 

reasonably sharp mosaic and do not blur it.   

 

2) You should be very careful about considering any sort of lateral 

move either within the company or one being presented to you by 

an executive recruiter looking to fill a position somewhere else. 

 

Building the skill mosaic toward a first career capstone position is very important 

because you do not want to blur the mosaic.  The mosaic describes YOU – what you do 

within the organization and the kinds of skills and competencies you have managed to 

master.  A common mistake among those individuals who are very bright and are able to 

build skills and competencies quickly is to make lateral moves either within an 

organization or fall victim to an executive recruiter who entices you to move to another 

organization and do essentially the same job – but with a little higher level of 
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compensation.  I call this the anesthetic value of compensation – you might be earning a 

little more, but the price you pay for that additional compensation is running the risk of 

blurring your skill mosaic.  BE CAREFUL! 

 

During the 1980’s I regularly made the rounds at the nation’s top business school giving 

talks about career management.  I used the skill mosaic and critical skills as the principal 

topic, but also introduced a helpful little tool called the Doom Loop. 

 

The purpose of this little tool was to recognize that life is not a static thing and many 

changes take place during the course of not only a career, but whenever an individual has 

virtually any job.  The principal thing that changes is that individuals actually learn new 

skills while on the job and begin to feel more comfortable doing tasks and projects with 

which they were heretofore inexperienced.  In a sense, they go up on the learning curve 

and get “good at” the skills and competencies that were perhaps new to them when 

taking the job. 

 

The interesting aspect of change when it involves learning on the job is that personal 

attitudes and feelings about the job change as well.  When you are in a job for a period of 

time – say two years – it takes awhile to learn the new skills and competencies, but over 

time you do learn them.  Your feelings change from being rather anxious or up tight at 

the beginning and then those feelings change to being happy and satisfied.  If you are in 

the job too long, however, your feelings change to frustration and even boredom. 
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If you look only at the two variables of “preference” and “performance,” i.e., whether 

you like something or don’t like it and whether you are good at something or not good at 

it – assuming all the other variables in life remain constant, you can see and actually 

predict what is going to happen. 

 

When I created the Doom Loop, the intent was to show these changes in a clear and 

rather fun manner.  I created a 2 x 2 matrix as shown in the following graphic.  

(Whenever I describe the Doom Loop to others, I generally use a cocktail napkin!  You 

can do that as well.): 

 

 

This shows what your feelings will probably be when what you are doing – the skills 

required and the tasks you need to perform are plotted within this matrix.  Each of the 

quadrants has a name – creatively called Q1 through Q4. 
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When you take the job initially, your plot will most likely fall between the first and 

second quadrants as follows: 

 

You will have feelings of happiness and satisfaction for some aspects of the job, and 

feelings of anxiety, challenge or uptightness in others.  This is GOOD!  It makes you 

motivated.  Being “not good at” something isn’t necessarily bad; in fact, it is a key 

motivating factor to learn. 

 

Over time as you have been in the same job and you have actually learned many of the 

new skills and competencies, the plot will change slightly as follows: 
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You will be in Q2 and will feel happy and satisfied on the job. 

 

If you stay in that job for a longer period of time and keep doing the same things over and 

over and over again, the plot will change as follows: 

 

You will have feelings of frustration and boredom. 
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Note that in this graphic you can begin to see the track that your plot has taken over time.  

This track is what I call the Doom Loop.  I admit that it really is not a loop – but it’s a 

catchy name so that’s what it is. 

 

If you continue in the same job and your responsibilities do not change . . . unfortunately 

the plot will start taking a dive down to the right as follows: 

 

Q4 is a place that you do NOT want to be! 

 

Whenever the plot of the skills is at the absolute top of the curve and is beginning to go 

from Q2 to Q3, that is when you are “doomed” in your job.   
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This is predictable – should be expected – and is quite a dangerous place to be from a 

career management point of view.  I will refer to this . . . being “doomed” . . . when I 

describe some inevitable career crises that you will encounter – most likely many times 

during your career. 

 

After I created the Doom Loop, I used it in my presentations to the various top business 

school MBA students and, eventually, in 1987 Northwestern University sponsored a 

video about career management where I presented the critical skills and the doom loop.  

This video is available for viewing in my critical skills blog at the following address:  

http://criticalskillsblog.com.  I must warn you in advance that I look MUCH younger in 

this video than I am now – after all, it was created nearly 30 years ago. 

 

http://criticalskillsblog.com/
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I then presented it twice to the national convention of the American Psychological 

Association where I met and began collaborating with the late Dr. Dory Hollander.  The 

Doom Loop fit her practice very well inasmuch as she was in the career counseling 

business.  I had an invitation to write a book about the Doom Loop and secured a 

publisher to co-author the book with Dr. Hollander.  My business at the time was 

executive search, and much publicity about the Doom Loop was not bringing any new 

business to me – rather, I was getting a lot of resumes from psychologists who were 

looking for a job.  Accordingly, I removed my name as co-author of the book, but still 

outlined it and contributed to its writing.  The book, called The Doom Loop System may 

be out of print, but you can still get copies of it through Amazon.com.  I recommend it 

strongly – it goes into much more depth than I will cover here.   

 

The Doom Loop is very helpful in predicting and giving some assistance in the inevitable 

career crises that everyone faces from time to time.  These are covered nicely in The 

Doom Loop System with actual case studies of individuals who have encountered these 

crises.   

 

Briefly, however, there are six career crises that everyone will face or has faced during 

the course of a career.  Some involve the Doom Loop – some don’t. 

 

These crises, along with a brief description, are as follows: 

 

The First Job 
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The first job has nothing to do with the Doom Loop.  Your focus should be on taking a 

job with an organization that does things well (you don’t want to do things not well).  

Take the job with the best organization you can find, do your best job, and concentrate on 

learning the critical skills. 

 

First Career Disappointment 

 

Like the first crisis, this has nothing to do with the Doom Loop.  Instead the crisis is 

faced by those who think they want to pursue the career on which they have embarked, 

but after perhaps two or three years, they find that they made a wrong choice or they are 

simply not interested in what they set out to do.  The solution for these individuals – and 

there are many – is to radically retool.  You can find many of these individuals enrolled 

in MBA programs around the country and even in other professional schools such as law 

schools, etc.  They make a radical change – and then after getting the degree, face the 

first job crisis all over again – but this time a bit sadder and wiser and, of course, at 

generally a higher level of compensation. 

 

Doomed Before Capstone 

 

This is the scary crisis.  It happens before you reach that first career capstone and, in 

Doom Loop language, it means that in your job you have moved to the top of the Doom 

Loop and are starting to move from Q2 to Q3.   
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This is dangerous!  Your feelings of frustration and boredom can cause you to make ill-

advised career moves.  You might listen to an executive recruiter who is offering the 

same sort of job with a different company and at a much higher salary.  BE CAREFUL – 

this is where you might blur your skill mosaic!  So think twice before you make such a 

move.  If you do so, you might find a great deal of happiness at first – being in Q2 in the 

new organization – but after about four months, you will be right back in Q3 but this time 

at a higher level of compensation and a skill mosaic that is starting to blur. 

 

As an executive recruiter, I was always Doom Looping individuals without their 

knowledge to see exactly where they were on the curve.  Knowing this, it was rather easy 

to devise strategies to entice them to make a move – but I never intentionally moved 

someone who was in Q3 in one organization to virtually the same job in another 

organization.  This would have been a prescription for disaster and totally unprofessional 

on my part. 

 

Fired 

 

Being fired isn’t as bad these days as it was a generation ago.  In fact, being fired is 

something that many people in virtually any career nowadays might expect to experience.   

 

There are different ways of being fired.  One is a simple, “You’re fired!” for cause or for 

some other reason that might be real or trumped up.  Another is being “let go” due to a 
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merger or sale of the business or automation of your function.  Still another is “self 

firing” which is what I did when I finally realized that I  was in Q3 and headed for Q4 in 

the executive search business.  Now the executive search profession is a fine one, but the 

substance of the work is more process oriented, and I’m more of a creative type.  So it 

was pretty easy for me to become a bit frustrated and bored in that type of work – even 

though it was very lucrative. 

 

When you are fired or let go, there is a lot of pressure on you and your family to find 

another job and find it quickly.  You are caught between the threat of income loss – even 

though you may have received a substantial severance package – and the stigma of being 

out of work.   

 

The danger here is taking the wrong job.  You have to keep in mind where you might be 

on the Doom Loop in a new job.  Recruiters, of course, want to find the “best candidate” 

for a position, and very often the “best candidate” is the one who is good at everything in 

the position specification.  This is wrong, I think, for an executive recruiter to screen 

candidates in this fashion, and it is wrong for a company to think that the best candidate 

is the one who is good at everything.   

 

You do not want to take a job on top of a Doom Loop.  If you do, you will most likely go 

through the four month period of getting to know new people, working in a new office 

setting, and the like.  Then you will find yourself back in Q3.  This is not good. 
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When I “self-fired” myself from the executive search world, I proceeded into the 

education world where I had few if any qualifications and had little idea about what was 

needed in that business except for the need to inject the teaching of critical skills to our 

students.  I was definitely in Q1 and was, to say the least, quite anxious, uptight, and 

highly motivated.  It worked for me, though – both from a career satisfaction standpoint 

and economically.  I would do it again. 

 

Doomed At Capstone 

 

When someone reaches a capstone position and there really isn’t anywhere up the ladder 

to go, one can still go from Q2 to Q3 and become doomed in that capstone role.   

 

Often the remedy for this situation is to just go somewhere else in a similar kind of job.  

That means you leave one organization and go elsewhere and fill virtually the same sort 

of role. 

 

But there are other things you can do, and here are a couple of examples. 

 

The office manager of a medical practice was on the verge of quitting her job.  She was 

extraordinarily good at what she did, but was obviously frustrated and bored in the job.  I 

had a chance to sit and talk with her about the Doom Loop, and she immediately pointed 

out that she was in Q3.  The solution we arrived at was to have her work only three days 

per week at the same level of pay.  She wasn’t good at doing her job in a lesser amount of 
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time, and this tactic (with which she agreed) was highly successful.  She found herself 

motivated and happy again, and still is in that role doing a marvelous job. 

 

Another individual was the CEO of a large commodity exchange.  He had the habit of 

coming to work very early in the morning (sometimes at 4AM) and by 10:00AM found 

his work for the day completed.  He was frustrated and bored in his job and didn’t know 

what to do.  The solution in this case was to get him on the board of directors of a large 

beer company that was having problems as well as putting him in an active role as a 

trustee of a major university.  The key here was that he wasn’t good at doing all of these 

things in the amount of time he had available, so it put him back in the lower part of Q2 

and made him very happy.  The time compression tactic using the Doom Loop worked. 

 

Retirement 

 

This really isn’t a job in an organization, but the Doom Loop still applies.  All of us will 

eventually get to this place – for many of us it is our goal. 

 

But retirement has its dangers.  Many successful people are not good at nor do they like 

doing nothing if they haven’t planned ahead for what they would be doing after their 

careers.  They find themselves right in the middle of Q4 where they are unhappy and 

miserable. 
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My advice to you is that before you reach this particular crisis, plan ahead for what you 

might be doing when you no longer are working for an organization.  Find something that 

will put you somewhere between Q1 and Q2.  That seems to work! 
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Chapter Seventeen – Authentic Assessment 

 

 

Authentic assessment is somewhat like singing for your supper.  You sing poorly, you 

don’t eat; you sing marginally well, you get pasta; you sing very well, you get steak; you 

sing superbly, you win a Grammy. 

 

Authentic assessment is measurement through performance and/or demonstration of a 

relevant intellectual task.  It does not involve making a choice between five potential 

answers; rather it involves actually showing and demonstrating what you know and using 

a measuring stick called a rubric to assign a grade. 

 

The definition I like best for authentic assessment was given by Mr. Grant Wiggins, a 

researcher and consultant on school reform issues, almost a generation ago: 

“Assessment is authentic when we directly examine student performance 

on worthy intellectual tasks. Traditional assessment, by contract, relies on 

indirect or proxy 'items'--efficient, simplistic substitutes from which we 

think valid inferences can be made about the student's performance at 

those valued challenges.”(Wiggins, Grant (1990). The case for authentic 

assessment. Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 2(2).) 

That definition applies still today. 

 

The trouble with authentic assessment, however, is that it is hard to do; it involves 

manual labor; the individual doing the assessment must actually spend time watching the 
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student demonstration and then must make a judgment regarding the level of performance 

against an accepted rubric.   

 

The principal arguments against authentic assessment are as follows: 

 

• Authentic assessment takes too much time; more can be tested in less time with 

standardized multiple choice tests; 

 

• Authentic assessment is less reliable even with a set rubric; 

 

• Authentic assessment is vulnerable against validity threats; 

 

• Authentic assessment is expensive. 

 

These arguments weighed heavily in the demise of the performance-based assessment 

movement in the 1990s.  Those arguments may still be made today and present 

challenges to advocates of performance-based or authentic assessment. 

 

Advocates of authentic assessment point to the continuity between teaching to the 

authentic test and learning as opposed to teaching to the standardized test and learning.  

Better learning takes place when teachers prepare students for authentic tests. 
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Advocates also point out that authentic assessment can provide a more comprehensive 

evaluation of a student’s learning as opposed to the multiple choice examination. 

 

The debate is still heating up because of the implementation of the Common Core 

Standards and the upcoming assessment processes that will follow.  Indeed, some states 

have opted out of the Common Core Standards for a variety of reasons – one of which is 

the issue of assessment.   

 

On balance, I’m a supporter of authentic assessment because the authentic approach does 

give a more accurate assessment of what a student actually knows than does a multiple 

choice test; further, any sort of assessment system that might be used to measure the 

performance of a school or teachers can always be gamed – i.e., teachers can teach to the 

test or simply cheat.  If teaching to the test is going to be done, then I believe that 

teaching to an authentic assessment test enables a student to learn more than teaching 

toward the standardized multiple choice test.  Where the debate will end up is anyone’s 

guess, but wherever that might be, it is my hope that the process of teaching and learning 

will include the critical skills and not just the development of skills to be able to choose 

between choice 1 through choice 5. 

 

Work-Based Learning 

 

An excellent way to visualize how authentic assessment may be conducted is to use a 

work-based learning example.  During the School-to-Work era in the 1990s, I created a 
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software system that enabled work-based learning coordinators to create position 

descriptions – alternatively called work-based learning agreements – for participating 

students.  The system would also create an authentic assessment document for that 

particular student performing the tasks and projects as described in the work-based 

learning agreement. 

 

The following example shows the work-based learning agreement (job description) for a 

student who is participating as a team member to conduct a Field Study.  His roll is to 

serve as a Field Study Research Assistant. 
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Note that in this position description the jobs/tasks are action oriented – written is such as 

was as to direct a student toward actually doing something instead of just describing 

some sort of learning goal.  An essential feature of this and any other work-based 

learning agreement is that each of the job tasks/project connects to one or more of the 

critical skills.  There MUST be some sort of connection between what the student is 

doing and what the student is supposed to be learning; otherwise, why should the student 

be doing something that has no learning outcome? 

 

The authentic assessment document, generated directly from the work-based learning 

agreement, appears as follows: 
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Note that the assessment document has a rubric that defines what the level of assessment 

is in terms of level of performance.  This rubric, of course, may be changed to suit the 

needs of any specific school district.  The assessment document also has an assessment 

feature for what this particular school calls “Workplace Essentials.”  These “Workplace 

Essentials” can be easily changed by the school district, as appropriate. 

 

The Student as a “Learner” 

 

Visualize the academic classroom for a moment and focus on a specific student.  That 

student is sitting in the classroom voluntarily, with the expectation of doing classwork 

and homework, with the expectation of eventually receiving some sort of grade for the 

course at the end of a semester.  Putting this another way, the student has a job in a 

classroom as a learner, and at the end of the work assignment (course), he/she will 

receive compensation in the form of a grade. 

 

This is a bit radical, I will admit, and perhaps offensive to some to consider students as 

having “jobs” as “learners;” but that is the simple reality.  Each student has agreed 

(voluntarily or not) to spend time in each classroom and has agreed to learn what is being 

taught and tested on his/her knowledge.   

 

Like it or not, that is a JOB.  The student has a “Job” as a “Learner.” 
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If this is the case, then we can treat any student’s classroom experience as we would treat 

a work-based learning situation.  We assign a student a “job” as a learner in a specific 

class; we then create a “Learning Agreement” which is, in reality, a “Job Description” for 

that particular class and consists of specific projects and tasks which a student is expected 

to do and on which he/she will be expected to demonstrate competency through actual 

performance.  

 

These projects/tasks for a specific course may be created directly from academic content 

standards – whether or not a state has implemented the Common Core Standards or 

whatever other state approved standards might have been created. 

 

In order to facilitate the creation of such learning agreements, I created a simple software 

program in the 1990s called “IS2000” for “Instructional Strategies 2000.”  This 

application worked essentially the same way as the work-based learning software in that 

it contained a database of the students, a database of specific courses, and a database of 

specific tasks and assignments that were created directly from the academic content 

standards. 

 

The software then created the “Learning Agreements” which were very similar to work-

based learning agreements and then the authentic assessment documents as well. 

 

Here is an example of a Learning Agreement in the Language Arts area at the seventh 

grade level: 
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The curriculum requirements for this specific unit are defined, and the 

assignments/projects are written in action oriented format. 

 

The corresponding authentic assessment document for these specific unit is as follows: 
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This is a simple example of a learning agreement that assumes the student has a “job” as 

a learner in an academic classroom and will be expected to perform the tasks and projects 

as articulated in the agreement.  He/she agrees to be assessed based on his/her 

performance in conducting these assignments. 

 

I am quite aware that calling a student a “learner” and admitting that he/she has a “job” as 

a learner is a bit radical – BUT, it is reality.  Such learning agreements are quite easy to 

create and simply document in a clear and understandable format what is actually taking 

place in the academic classroom . . . . or SHOULD be taking place in that setting if we 

are serious about connecting what students are supposed to be learning with academic 

content standards – whatever the source. 
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Chapter Eighteen – Work Based Learning 

 

 

 

For years I have heard parents say, “My child is going to college.  Work-based learning is 

not for the college-bound. 

 

What nonsense! 

 

There is a wide variety of work-based learning experience which can add terrific value to 

the college bound student.  Such experiences can get the students out of the academic 

classroom and, when properly structured, can give students a taste of how to apply their 

skills in the real world.  That cannot be anything but helpful. 

 

Work-based learning has demonstrated value in even the most technical of fields.  How 

many individuals would like to have a surgeon remove their gall bladder without having 

any work-based learning experiences such as being a medical intern after earning the MD 

degree or spending 4+ years as a surgical resident practicing his/her surgical skills?  Not 

many, I suspect. 

 

Or how many individuals would dare to fly on a commercial airline knowing that the 

pilots had no work-based learning experience?  Not me. 
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Work-based learning experiences go far beyond simple training for various vocational 

careers.  Internships are useful in helping students find the connection between academic 

learning and real “hands-on” learning in real workplace settings.  Paid or unpaid, they 

add significant value to the overall student learning experience.  Their goal is to enable 

students to learn and practice the critical skills in an authentic setting; their goal is not to 

teach students all of the aspects of a particular kind of business.  In fact, it doesn’t really 

matter what a student does in a work-based learning experience so long as the tasks and 

projects they work on are connected to the kind of critical skills they should be learning. 

 

Work-based learning programs range from simple introductory programs to programs 

that enable students to practice their critical skills in considerable depth.  As a practical 

matter, I believe that all students should have some sort of work-based learning 

experience while in high school. 

 

Work-Based Learning Programs 

 

Tours 

The simplest work-based learning program is the company tour.  Many schools have 

business partners who sponsor student tours to their work places and introduce them to 

what goes on in their particular business.  This might include a tour of a manufacturing 

plant where some product is made, or to a professional organization such as a law firm, or 

a tour of the local city council where the students can see city management in action. 
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Job Shadowing 

 

The purpose of a Job Shadowing program is to enable students to learn about careers, 

jobs, what people do during the course of their work, what kinds of skills and 

competencies are necessary to succeed in the world of work, and to reflect personally on 

how education in school can provide such skills and competencies for any kind of career 

or work.  Students should observe, take notes, reflect, and report on their individual 

experiences. 

 

Job shadowing programs generally devote a single day where a student is matched with 

an individual in a company and essentially “goes to work” with that individual and 

follows him/her around to see what is done on the job.  Programs can range from the very 

simple where the student is not required to take notes or report on his/her experience to 

the more formal experiences as outlined in the position specification below: 
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The authentic assessment document which could be used in a more formal job shadowing 

program is as follows: 
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A creative example of a short but effective job shadowing program is the Eagle Scout 

Recognition Day program which I had the pleasure of coordinating in Chicago for two 

years back in the days of School-to-Work.   
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In this program, about sixty Eagle Scouts were treated to a half day participation with the 

Chicago City Council where they were paired up with a specific Alderman.  The students 

were then treated to a luncheon where a featured speaker would give a short talk about 

the importance of critical skills.  Three of the featured speakers we had were former 

Chicago Mayor Harold Washington, Astronaut Jim Lovell, and former baseball owner 

Charles O. Finley. 

 

In the afternoon, we had set up job shadowing experiences for the students in their 

primary area of interest.   

• About six of the students spent the afternoon at Rush-Presbyterian St. Luke’s 

hospital in Chicago exploring the world of medicine because of their interest in 

becoming physicians.   

• One student had an interest in sports management, so we paired him up with the 

late Jim Finks who was General Manager of the Chicago Bears.  Jim spent the 

afternoon with the student in the Bears’ offices, then went to football practice 

with the student followed by dinner at the student’s home.   

• Another creative experience was with a student who wanted to be a political 

cartoonist.  We paired him up with an artist from the Chicago Sun-Times, and 

during the afternoon he and the artist created a political cartoon for publication in 

the paper the next day. 

 

On a national level, the National Groundhog Job Shadow Day (NGJSD) has been around 

for a long time.  This is a national campaign that gives students a perspective on their 
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academic studies through a one-day job shadowing experience.  Students are matched up 

with a local mentor whom they “shadow” for a day to see how their knowledge and skills 

apply in the real world.  NGJSD is a joint effort of America’s Promise – Alliance for 

Youth, Junior Achievement, and the US Department of Labor.  Annually more than one 

million students participate with approximately 100,000 businesses nationwide.  Some 

industries have specialized efforts to introduce students to their industry. 

 

Mentorships 

 

Mentorship programs range from a simple relationship between a student and a working 

professional where they occasionally get together and talk about a specific career to a 

much more formal program.  An example of a formal mentorship program is the Gifted 

Mentorship program offered by the Anchorage, AK school district as follows: 

 

“The Gifted Mentorship program is for the exceptional 11th and 12th 

grade high school student who has the self-discipline and interest to 

pursue independent study under the direction of a professional/ expert in a 

field of great interest to the student. The mentor program is a part of the 

district's Gifted Program. 

  

Mentorship study programs are for high-ability, high-achieving students 

who often have completed all advanced coursework available at the high 
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school level or who are currently enrolled in coursework that applies to 

their area of interest. The program gives motivated, mature high school 

students an idea of what it is like to work in a field of their interest by 

being teamed with a professional who acts as their mentor during a 45- to 

60-hour program. 

  

The mentor, the student, and the coordinator design a curriculum of 

activities and projects that expose the student to real-life work situations 

as well as the latest information and technology in the field. The 

mentorship is usually completed in ninety days. Meeting times are 

arranged when it works best for the mentor and the student: usually after 

school and on in-service days. Students receive an elective credit for the 

mentorship when they successfully complete a range of requirements.” 

Source:  Anchorage School District 

http://www.asdk12.org/giftedprogram/highschool/giftedmentorships/ 

Registered Apprenticeships 

 

Registered Apprenticeships represent a formal program spearheaded by the US 

Department of Labor and are intended to give students an intensive experience in a 

particular vocational field and resulting in the award of a registered apprentice certificate.  

The US Department of Labor Website (http://www.doleta.gov/oa/data_statistics.cfm) 

 describes the programs in great detail as shown in the following taken directly from the 

website: 

 

“Registered Apprenticeship programs are sponsored and operated on a 

voluntary basis by individual employers, employer associations, or jointly 

http://www.asdk12.org/giftedprogram/highschool/giftedmentorships/
http://www.doleta.gov/oa/data_statistics.cfm
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through labor/management agreements. Programs are enhanced through 

strategic partnerships consisting of community-based organizations, 

educational institutions, the workforce system, and other stakeholders. 

Registered Apprenticeship program sponsors develop a set of structured 

standards that include requirements for related (classroom) instruction 

and paid on-the-job learning with appropriate supervision. Sponsors then 

register their program standards and apprentices with the Office of 

Apprenticeship (OA) or a State Apprenticeship Agency (SAA) recognized 

by the Department. Through apprenticeship agreements, sponsors and 

apprentices agree to the requirements of the registered program. At the 

successful completion of the on-the-job and instructional learning, 

apprentices receive an industry-issued, nationally recognized portable 

certificate of completion.” 

 

 

Cooperative Education 

 

 

Cooperative education programs represent a structured combination of classroom and 

practical work experience.  Students are generally given credit for such experiences and 

serve in meaningful internship positions – paid and unpaid – with participating business 

partners of a school district. 

 

Internships 

 

Probably the most common and classic examples of work-based learning are the paid and 

unpaid internships.  These come not only in purely internship programs, but in other such 

programs as service learning.  Students generally spend a semester in a work experience 

situation that is structured.  This structure is important because students are participating 

in internship programs to gain practice and experience with critical skills in the real 

world.  Accordingly, all internships should “connect” with the kinds of skills and 

competencies that are needed by the students.  During the School-to-Work program 
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years, we provided management software that enabled teachers to create meaningful 

internship positions and forced the connection with each task and/or project with the 

SCANS foundation skills and competencies.  An example of such an internship is as 

follows: 
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Each of the tasks in this internship position specification was correlated to the SCANS 

foundation skills and competencies as follows: 
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The authentic assessment document appears as follows: 

 

 

Again, student internship programs are intended to give students meaningful experience 

in the real world with practice of the kinds of skills and competencies that they need.  

Hence, it is important to make sure that all of the projects and tasks to be done by the 

students correlate with a meaningful set of critical skills. 
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Service Learning 

 

Service learning combines classroom instruction with real world meaningful community 

service activities.  It is intended to provide students with a meaningful exposure to 

community service while enabling them to exercise critical thinking and personal 

reflection on the meaning of the service performed. 

 

Service learning programs can take many forms, and the State of Maryland was the first 

state to require 75 hours of service learning as a prerequisite to graduation.  Since 

implementation of the service learning programs in Maryland, approximately 60,000 

students participate in various programs state wide and represent approximately 4.5 

million hours of community service provided annually. 

 

A detailed example of a Field Study conducted by a team of high school students to 

create a service learning internship program in their community may be found at the 

following website:   http://highschoolservicelearning.com/. 

 

 

 

Field Studies 

 

As discussed in Chapter Fourteen of this book, Field Studies represent the most 

comprehensive means of teaching the critical skills.  Field studies are conducted by teams 

http://highschoolservicelearning.com/
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of students who address meaningful business and/or community issues.  They are 

required to articulate the problem, write a detailed proposal letter outlining the issues to 

be addressed, their methodology, what they plan to deliver as a product, and the timetable 

for their work.  Then they proceed to collect their information/data, conduct a detailed 

analysis, write a final report and present it orally to the client.  A detailed description of 

Field Studies may be found on the following website:  http://fieldstudiesblog.com/home/. 

 

 

 

http://fieldstudiesblog.com/home/

