The 2006 N.C. Skills
Market Survey

Reconnecting Public Education
With Economic Reality

T

N.C. Department of Labor

Cherie Berry, Commissioner

N.C. Department of Labor
1101 Mail Service Center
Raleigh, NC 27699-1101



2006 N.C. Skills Market Survey

Contents

Preface ... ..o il
Executive Summary . ....... .. ... v
Introduction ... ... .. ... 1
Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates ............... 4
Employer Opinions on the N.C. Skills Market. .................... 9
DISCUSSION. . . oot 16



2006 N.C. Skills Market Survey

Preface

In my travels across the state, employers have expressed concerns about the
scarcity of skilled labor and the difficulty they have finding qualified employees.
For this reason, I wanted to conduct a survey to better gauge the opinions of North
Carolina employers on the ability of today’s high schools to prepare young people
for work, if they are satisfied with the skills of recent high school graduates, and
what difficulty they are having finding qualified workers.

The results from the 2006 N.C. Skills Market Survey discussed in this report are
not surprising. We have known that our state and nation face a growing shortage
of skilled labor because of at least two factors. First, aging baby boomers are
beginning to retire, and a low U.S. birth rate means there are fewer workers to
replace them. Second, fewer young people are willing to consider skilled trades as
a career choice. There also is decreasing support for career education in our pub-
lic high schools that are almost exclusively focused on higher education. Because
of these factors, the shortage of skilled workers in construction, manufacturing
and services is growing more severe each year, and unless the trend is reversed,
the shortage will grow worse over the next 15 years to 20 years.

While some of the findings do indicate improvement, mostly they tell us we are
facing serious challenges. Solving the problem will require multiple solutions,
with everyone—education, government, business, parents and students—working
together to build a first-rate workforce for North Carolina. The recommendations
made in this report are based on the findings from the survey and involve most of
the key stakeholders. Most importantly, the survey indicates that business and
industry in North Carolina, as well as the education and government systems, have
work to do. This report calls for more action on the part of our business commu-
nity on both a corporate and local level.

The education and skills that our citizens bring to the workplace are our most crit-
ical economic development issue. Without an educated and skilled workforce, we
will lag behind in our efforts to attract new industry. We risk losing jobs to other
states or outsourcing them to other countries with skilled labor available. We also
run the risk of our small employers, our best generator of new jobs, going out of
business because they do not have the resources to recruit, train and keep skilled
workers.

If we want to improve our labor pool, then we need to give the issue much more
attention than currently is being given by education, government and our business
community. I hope this report helps us move toward closing the skills gap and
building a brighter future for our children and grandchildren.

Cherie Berry
N.C. Commissioner of Labor
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“As an electronics manufacturer in
northeastern North Carolina, our single
biggest challenge is finding and retain-
ing personnel. Our experience is that the
lack of technical skills and general
employability (work ethic, attendance)
are a growing problem. We are strug-
gling with this on a daily basis, and
have not yet been able to find a strategy
to overcome these obstacles.”

(Manufacturing, 25-49 employees)

Executive Summary

The purpose of the 2006 N.C. Skills Market Survey was to determine employer
opinions on the ability of North Carolina high schools to prepare graduates for
work and the status of the state’s skills market. A total of 1,411 N.C. employers
responded. According to the respondents, most (52.9 percent) entry-level jobs
require only a high school diploma. In comparison to a previous survey of N.C.
employers in 1989, the percentage of entry-level jobs requiring only a high school
diploma has gone virtually unchanged. Moreover, nearly three out of four (73.2
percent) said that their entry-level jobs require a high school diploma or less, and
only one out of seven (14.4 percent) require a postsecondary degree.

When N.C. employers were asked if they would hire high school students for
part-time work and give them job-specific skills training, nearly two-thirds
(62.5 percent) said they are unlikely to do so. While two-thirds are happy with
the computer and reading skills of recent high school graduates (65.1 percent
and 63.0 percent, respectively), a similar percentage (64.8 percent) is not satis-
fied with graduates’ employability skills, and a majority (51.0 percent) said
recent graduates do not have the necessary oral and written communication
skills for their entry-level jobs. Also, more N.C. employers are satisfied than
dissatisfied with recent high school graduates’ math and science skills (46.8
percent and 36.7 percent, respectively). In comparison with previous surveys in
1989 and 1994, N.C. employers seem to indicate there has been an improve-
ment in the academic skills of high school graduates. Yet one-fourth to one-
third of employers are still dissatisfied with the reading, science and math skills
of graduates (22.3 percent, 26.5 percent and 33.4 percent, respectively). As an
overall grade for N.C. high schools ability to prepare graduates for the work-
force, nearly one-half of employers (49.6 percent) gave the schools a C and
while a quarter either gave an F or D (4.7 percent and 21.0 percent, respective-
ly) or gave an A or B (2.3 percent and 22.4 percent, respectively). Moreover,
one-third of N.C. employers (34.2 percent) do not participate in any activities
with local schools.

Based on N.C. employers’ written comments, they perceive recent high school
graduates as immature, disrespectful, irresponsible and unethical. Many recent
graduates seem to believe that a job and a paycheck are an entitlement. Employers
also describe them as lazy and lacking any discipline, dependability, motivation to
work or desire to succeed. Personal appearance, appropriate or professional dress,
and hygiene are also problems encountered by employers. Moreover, N.C.
employers believe high schools are too focused on preparing graduates for college
and believe that not enough emphasis is placed on preparing graduates to go
to work.

These results clearly indicate that N.C. employers primarily value work experi-
ence and employability skills. Job applicants with prior work experience are more
likely to have developed the attitudinal qualities, soft skills and behaviors that
employers say they want to see in people applying for their entry-level jobs.
Traditionally many high school students develop employability skills by working

v
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“The schools need to embrace the tech-
nical aspect of instruction better. We
need more skilled labor than we need
computer operators.” (Construction, 10-

24 employees)

“It would be helpful to incorporate more
technical training and job knowledge for
area employability. Most high schoolers
do not understand what is required
beyond high school to meet the qualifi-
cations for certain jobs or what is avail-
able in their area.” (Government, 500-

999 employees)

Executive Summary

part-time jobs after school, on weekends and during summer months. In point of
fact, there is good evidence that teenage employment has many beneficial effects
including postsecondary educational attainment, even when adolescents have low
educational promise upon entry to high school and it confers advantages in the
early socioeconomic career.

Yet a declining number of North Carolina’s 16- and 17-year-olds are benefiting
from the effects of part-time employment. The number of Youth Employment
Certificates being issued to the state’s 16- and 17-year-olds has dropped apprecia-
tively from 52 percent in 1995 to 28 percent in 2004, nearly a 50 percent drop.

Moreover, N.C. employers are dismayed by the state’s skills market. Nearly three
out of four N.C. employers (78.5 percent) tell us they have some degree of prob-
lem finding qualified help, with little over one-third (36.9 percent) saying it is
either a difficult or severe problem. By and large, employers have the most trou-
ble finding skilled/technical labor. They are also pessimistic regarding the future.
Most (56.6 percent) believe the problem will get worse, and only 10 percent
believe it will get better. The skills shortage appears to be a chronic problem in
North Carolina based on prior employer surveys going back to 1989 and 1994.
When describing the N.C. skills market, many employers used negative terms
such as prehistoric, dismal, poor, deteriorating, very weak, limited, inadequate or
losing ground, while only one gave a positive comment.

When rejecting job applicants, N.C. employers are most likely (61.5 percent) to
do so for inadequate employability skills, lack of work experience and job-specif-
ic skills, poor communication skills, and no prior references. When making hiring
decisions, employers tell us the most important factors are job applicants’ attitude
(69.9 percent), followed by their ability to communicate (44.4 percent) and their
appearance (37.2 percent). They are also likelier to hire veterans, women, recent
high school graduates and older people, and least likely to hire the disabled and
former prison inmates.

Because of the skills scarcity, N.C. employers are likelier (61 percent) to meet
their need for qualified workers by hiring people with fewer skills than required
for the job and train them. Most employers (53.9 percent) said they are spending
more, and most of their training dollars are devoted to training employees in tech-
nical and basic skills. However, some of the employers complained that there is
not enough unskilled labor that is trainable because of poor skills, difficulty with
the English language or substance abuse problems.

Recommendations

Less than six out of 10 students who go to college will earn a baccalaureate degree
and less than half entering community colleges return the second year. This sig-
nals a “disconnect” between the messages students receive and economic realities.
Approximately three out of four jobs currently require a high school diploma or
less and that ratio is not expected to change for the next 10 years. As a conse-
quence, high schools will remain the largest supplier of workers for our state’s
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“I think a lot of people entering the mar-
ket don't realize the value of practical
experience. They have book knowledge,
but have never applied it, so are sur-
prised when they get on the job and see
what is expected of them.” (Services,
100-249 employees)

“The problems are growing, not getting
better. I strongly believe that in order to
address these issues it will take a
focused partnership of the education
system (from kindergarten to high school,
as well as the community college system)
and the business community to provide a
different orientation towards career
development and advancement.”

(Manufacturing, 25-49 employees)

Executive Summary

employers and the more significant educational institution in preparing young
people for work. N.C. high schools need to take more seriously the workforce
needs and requirements of our state’s employers. Consequently:

* Every high school graduate needs to be job-ready, which means that N.C. high
schools need to continue improving the basic academic skills of all graduates so
that they have an adequate foundation in which to be trained in job specific skills.

* N.C. high schools must reverse the trend of fewer high school students receiving
the beneficial effects of work experience by reviving cooperative education and
expanding other work-based learning opportunities such as internships, registered
apprenticeship and even entrepreneurial opportunities. Moreover, middle schools
and high schools need to help students begin thinking about their future occu-
pational goals by exposing them to different occupations through means such as
field trips and job shadowing. Parents, who for the most part have one vision
for career and financial success which is the attainment of a four-year degree,
also need to be exposed to career information and opportunities to help their
children make good career choices.

e Our state’s retiring baby boomers with knowledge and experience in skilled
trades should be enlisted into a volunteer community service organization like
Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) to work with schools to mentor and
coach students and teachers.

The best way for N.C. employers to solve their own skills crisis and guarantee that
graduates that high school graduates are job-ready is by becoming more involved
in local schools. N.C. employers should not expect the school’s to take the initia-
tive or bear this responsibility alone. As a result:

e N.C. employers should take leadership in creating viable business-education
partnerships organized to improve employment-readiness of high school grad-
uates and have agreed upon benchmarks for accountability. Such partnerships
need to be sanctioned by local school boards and the mission clearly defined.
At a minimum, partnerships should have employers assist local schools in
developing work-relevant curriculums, expose students and parents to career
information and opportunities in their local area, and provide work-based learn-
ing opportunities for students.

e N.C. employers that hire high school graduates must request high school tran-
scripts and test scores from job applicants to signal the importance of academic
achievement.

However, reforming schools will not alone solve the growing skills shortage nor
should N.C. employers expect government and education to fix the problem. N.C.
employers will have to help themselves. Therefore:

* N.C. employers will need to develop strategies to retain current workers longer
by developing employee retention programs and consider such options as offering
financial and fringe benefit incentives, flexible retirement options, flexible

Vi
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“As Baby Boomers retire, we are going
to see a big skills gap in the workplace.
Young people have a wonderful opportu-
nity to fill that gap, but they MUST have
or obtain the necessary skills.”

(Manufacturing, 500-999 employees)

Executive Summary

schedules, reduced workloads, shorter workweeks, job sharing and training and
education.

* N.C. employers will have to consider tapping potential labor pools that may
have gone unnoticed or underutilized before. N.C. employers will need to
actively recruit from special populations such as those who have given up on
the labor market, women, older people, the disabled and ex-offenders. In some
cases, this may require offering incentives such as family-friendly policies to
attract stay-at-home parents. In other cases it may require partnering with the
N.C. Department of Corrections to prepare inmates returning to society for
work or attracting women to nontraditional occupations such as construction. In
any case, this will require N.C. employers to think differently about the labor
market and how and where they recruit potential workers.

High school students are usually presented with an “either/or” option. In other
words, you can choose either to go to a postsecondary institution or go directly
into the workforce. The “either/or” option tends to narrow our vision when it
comes to alternate learning paths to higher education and how higher education is
defined. Going from high school directly to a two- or four-year college is not the
only route, nor is higher education strictly the domain of colleges and universities.
A good example of both an alternate route and a different definition of higher edu-
cation is registered apprenticeship. Registered apprenticeship is a national training
program that requires at least 2,000 hours of on-the-job training and 144 hours of
related classroom instruction. Currently there are 900 apprentice-able occupations
ranging from aircraft mechanics and electricians to personnel systems managers
and soil conservation technicians. For this reason:

* N.C. high schools need to begin acting upon registered apprenticeship as an
alternate and viable path to higher education. But registered apprenticeship as
an alternate path is not possible without the support and buy-in of N.C. employ-
ers. Accordingly, not only will current apprenticeship sponsors need to make
apprentice opportunities available to high school students, more sponsors will
be needed to meet growing demand.

Registered apprenticeship is the best way for employers to ensure that workers are
trained the way they want them. Results from satisfaction surveys show that
approximately 75 percent of employers that have apprenticeship programs say that
the program is either very important or critically important relative to the company’s
goals. Results also show that apprenticeship programs reduce turnover and
improve productivity, quality workmanship, recruitment, employee problem-solving,
employee versatility and skills of employees.

In the end, solving the skills crisis is not the responsibility of a single institution
but the responsibility of all, which include schools, government, business and
even parents and students themselves. N.C. employers cannot sit idly by and wait
upon public schools to change for the better because they are not likely to change
upon their own volition. N.C. employers need to be knocking at the school house
door and ready and willing to roll-up their sleeves to go to work.

Vil
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“Generally we seek some experience/post
high school education and rarely hire
graduates directly from high school. I
have great concern with the high school
drop out rate. Without a HS diploma we
rarely will even consider the applica-

tion.” (Government, 500-999 employees)

Introduction

The 2006 N.C. Skills Market Survey asked N.C. employers for their opinions
about the job readiness of our state’s high school students and graduates and the
current status of North Carolina’s skills market.

The 5,800 businesses and government agencies that subscribe to the department’s
electronic bimonthly newsletter, NC Labor Ledger, received the survey. Labor
Commissioner Cherie Berry sent an e-mail asking each recipient to open the Web-
based survey using an Internet browser. Of the 5,800 recipients, 1,411 responded
for a completion rate of 24 percent. Although the recipients were not randomly
chosen, the number of respondents makes the survey results very significant. The
results are also similar to other surveys such as the National Association of
Manufacturers’ 2005 and 2001 surveys.

Who Are the Employers?

Figure 1 shows the number of employees of the survey respondents. The response
according to size was fairly balanced among small, medium and large companies
and agencies. The survey respondents by industry sector are shown in Figure 2 and
are ranked according to the number of respondents for each sector. The manufac-
turing sector represents nearly 30 percent of the total respondents, followed by
government (16.2 percent), services (14.2 percent), construction (12.9 percent),
health care (7.0 percent) and retail (4.3 percent).

Figure 1: Survey Respondents by Number of Employees
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Educational Attainment

A majority of employers said that a high school diploma is the highest level of
education required for most of their entry-level jobs (see Figure 3). One out of five
employers said they either had no educational requirements or required less than
a high school diploma. Another 12.4 percent said that they require some education
or certification beyond a high school diploma. Only one out of 14 employers said
a four-year degree, one out of 20 said a two-year degree, and one out of 42 said a
graduate degree was required.
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Introduction

“It seems to me that technology and
medicine are fields of emphasis. This
area also has employment opportunities
in biotechnology. A focus on these are-
nas would seem to increase a person's
chance of securing an entry level job
while perhaps going to technical school
or college.” (Health Care, 50-99

employees)

“We do work with our community col-
lege for training needs for out entry
level jobs. We prefer an Associates
degree but will hire someone with expe-
rience and no degree, if the experience
is relevant. We also do pre-employment
skills testing as part of our interview
schedule.” (Manufacturing, 25-49

employees)

Figure 2: Survey Respondents by Industry Type
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Figure 3: Educational Requirements for Entry-Level Jobs 2006
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Two prior scientific studies were conducted among N.C. employers in 1989 and
1994 to determine perceptions about graduates’ preparation for the workforce and
other labor market issues. Figure 4 compares employer responses from all three
surveys. Although there was a drop between 1989 and 1994, the comparison
shows that the number of entry-level jobs requiring only a high school diploma
has gone virtually unchanged between 1989 and 2006. At the same time, the num-
ber of jobs requiring some education or certification has doubled between 1989
and 2006, while those jobs requiring less than a high school diploma have
dropped. What is surprising is that the jobs requiring either a two-year, four-year
or graduate degree have not significantly changed in the last 17 years. Overall,
nearly three out of four entry-level jobs require a high school diploma or less, and
only one out of seven require a postsecondary degree.
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Introduction

“More time and energy needs to be
spent developing a program to train the
service providers such as electricians,
carpenters, plumbers, heating and air
conditioning service technicians and
refrigeration contractors and service
technicians.” (Construction, 0-9

employees)

Figure 4: Comparsion of N.C. Employers’ Educational Requirements
for Entry-Level Jobs Between 1989, 1994 and 2006 Surveys
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There are also notable differences between industries, as seen in Figure 5. Looking
at the top six industries with the highest number of survey respondents, almost one-
half of all entry-level jobs in construction require less than a high school diploma.
For the five remaining industries, a high school diploma is the largest percentage
of entry-level jobs. While some education beyond a high school diploma or a post-
secondary degree is a significant requirement in government, services and health
care sectors, it is less of a requirement in manufacturing, construction and retail. At
the same time, higher percentages of entry-level jobs in the manufacturing, con-
struction and retail sectors require less than a high school diploma, while smaller
percentages of entry-level jobs in government, services and health care do so.

Figure 5: Educational Requirements for Entry-level Jobs by Industry
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Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates

“Reading and writing at an acceptable
level is a problem for some graduates. No
one should graduate from high school
without mastering basic skills. Many high
school (students) cannot fill out a job
application and spell all the words cor-
rectly. How can we teach them job skills
when they lack the basics?” (Manu-
facturing, 500-999 employees)

“Majority of 17 to 21 year olds have very
poor employability skills. Most are termi-
nated before 3 months for attendance,

tardiness or poor work performance.’

(Manufacturing, 100-249 employees)

Nearly two-thirds of N.C. employers responding to the survey indicate they are
either unlikely or very unlikely to hire high school students and train them in job-
specific skills (see Figure 6). Only one-fourth of the employers are likely or very
likely to hire high school students and provide them skills training. When consid-
ered by industry as shown in Figure 7, retail establishments are likelier (likely and
very likely) than any other sector to provide high school students entry-level
employment and provide them job-specific skills training. However, a majority of
employers for all sectors except retail are unlikely (unlikely and very unlikely)
to do so. The ability for many sectors to offer such opportunities to high school
students is governed by youth employment laws because many high school students
under age 18. Still, it is apparent that others are unwilling to do so because of other
concerns.

Figure 6: Likelihood of N.C. Employers Hiring High School Students

for Entry-Level Jobs and Providing Job-Specific Skills Training
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Figure 7: Likelihood of N.C. Employers by Industry
Hiring High School Students for Entry-Level Jobs
and Providing Job-Specific Skills Training
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“We have a great need for workers in
the construction industry who have
above average computer, communica-
tion, problem identification & resolution
skills, ability to make sound decisions,
organizational skills, and the desire to
work daily. There are so many mechani-
cally oriented students who could learn
these skills in the high school setting.”
(Construction, 10-24 employees)

Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates

As shown in Figure 8, when asked if recent high school graduates have the neces-
sary skill level to be trained for their entry-level jobs, about two-thirds of employers
said that graduates have the necessary computer skills and reading skills. While
more employers agree graduates have the required skill level in mathematics, one-
third disagrees. Likewise, roughly one in three agreed graduates have the necessary
science skills, while one in four said they do not.

Figure 8: N.C. Employers’ Agreement/Disagreement Whether High
School Graduates Have Necessary Skill Levels for Entry-Level Jobs
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‘ DAgreed W Disagreed ‘

Almost two out of three employers said that recent high school graduates do not
have the necessary employability skills such as work ethic, attendance or time-
liness, and a bare majority said they don’t have the necessary written or oral
communication skills. In addition, more employers disagree than agree that
graduates have the required vocational and technical skills for their entry-level
jobs. Employers in the construction, manufacturing, and electric, gas and sanitary
services are likelier to disagree than other industry sectors that graduates have the
required vocational and technical skills.

A comparison of the 2006 results with the results from the 1989 and 1994 busi-
ness and industry surveys shows that employer opinions on the reading, math and
computer skills among high school graduates have improved, as indicated in
Figure 9. On the other hand, Figure 10 shows that communications skills appear
to have stagnated. While oral and written communications were separate values in
the 1989 and 1994 surveys, only one-third agreed in all three surveys that oral and
written skills were adequate. At the same time, employability skills seem to have
worsened. While a direct comparison cannot be made, nearly one-third of the
employers (31.6 percent) in 1994 indicated that graduates had the work ethic and
four out of 10 (41.7 percent) said they had the personal qualities for their entry-
level jobs. In 2006, only 16.6 percent of employers said they had the necessary
employability skills that include work ethic and personal qualities such as attitude,
appearance, commitment and punctuality.
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Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates

“I have really been surprised the
amount of applicants who apply for jobs
that can't either read, write or figure
simple math.” (Government, 25-49

employees)

“If you want to go to college, the
schools are making the effort to prepare
students for this. If you are looking at
the graduates prepared for the job mar-
ket, then they fail!” (Government, 25-49

employees)

Figure 9: Comparison of N.C. Employers’ Agreement That
High School Graduates Have Necessary Reading, Math and Computer
Skills From 1989, 1994 and 2006 Surveys
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Figure 10: Comparison of N.C. Employers’ Agreement That
High School Graduates Have Necessary Communication Skills
From 1989, 1994 and 2006 Surveys
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One-half of employers gave high schools a C for their ability to prepare young
people for their entry-level jobs while a quarter either gave the schools an F or
D, or A or B (see Figure 11). This assessment is in line with employers’ opinions
on the skill-level question above. While more employers agree than disagree that
schools are doing an adequate job on academic skills (reading, math and science),
more disagree than agree when it comes to employability, communication and
vocational skills. This may actually be some improvement over employers’
assessment in the 1989 and 1994 business and industry surveys. Among employ-
ers, only 29 percent in the 1989 survey and 24.1 percent in the 1994 survey were
satisfied with the preparation of N.C. high school students for the workforce,
while a majority of employers were dissatisfied (52.7 percent and 55 percent,
respectively).
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Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates

“Graduates are slovenly, non commu-
nicative, dress poorly, have attendance
problems, and generally have an attitude
of entitlement.” (Health Care, 250-499

employees)

Figure 11: N.C. High Schools’ Grade on Job Preparedness
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Employers were also asked if they participated with local schools in a number of
activities. As Figure 12 indicates, most employers said they participate in job fairs
or career days at schools. Moreover, employers are likelier to provide part-time
jobs to students, organize special programs or events, contribute space or equip-
ment, and allow employees to mentor students. They are less likely to provide
teachers summer internships, work with schools to develop or incorporate indus-
try standards into curriculums, provide apprenticeships to students, and loan com-
pany personnel. However, one-third of employers (34 percent) indicate they do
not participate in any activities with local schools.

Figure 12: Employer Involvement With N.C. High Schools
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“Most are computer/technologically
savvy. Lacking in many is the ability to
communicate ... both orally and written.
Many are unable to use the English lan-
guage properly ... that is, use correct
verb tense, etc. Unfortunately, work
ethic overall seems poor, and as a result
attendance, punctuality, business acumen
(including judgment and maturity) suf-
fers. Now this is not inherent in EVERY
student I've encountered, but unfortu-
nately, this has been my overall impres-
sion.” (Health Care, 1,000 or more

employees)

“(The high schools) make the assump-
tion that all students should go to col-
lege; As a consequence, the business
community takes on the responsibility of
training new workers in the most basic
of work skills to include getting to work
on time.” (Manufacturing, 0-9 employees)

“If you want to go to college, the schools
are making the effort to prepare students
for this. If you are looking at the gradu-
ates prepared for the job market, then
they fail!”” (Government, 50-99 employ-
ees)

Employer Opinions on High Schools and Graduates

Comments

A total of 498 employers made comments to an open-ended question regarding
North Carolina high schools and their graduates. Almost without exception, the
written comments are negative, many attributing blame for unprepared graduates
to schools and teachers, but also parents and society in general.

Employers were very expressive regarding their dissatisfaction with graduates’
employability skills. More often, employers describe recent graduates as imma-
ture, disrespectful, irresponsible and unethical. They claim that recent graduates
are lazy and lack any discipline, dependability, motivation to work or desire to
succeed. Employers said that most recent graduates do not want to work outside
or do manual labor, and perceive a job and paycheck as an entitlement. Personal
appearance, appropriate or professional dress, and hygiene among high school
graduates are also problems encountered by employers.

Communication skills are another problem mentioned frequently. Some employ-
ers complained that high school graduates lack the ability to adequately fill out a
job application or to handle themselves in an interview.

Moreover, while academic skills may have improved for many recent graduates, it
has not improved for all graduates. Some employers bemoaned the lack of adequate
reading and math skills or the ability to apply those skills in practical settings.

Many employers said that the problem with graduates is that high schools are too
focused on preparing students for college while little, if any, attention is given to
those students heading directly to the job market. Some blame the lack of guid-
ance counseling for non-college bound students, while others said that there is a
need to encourage students to work part-time or during the summer to gain work
experience. Additionally, some employers do not think students are being exposed
to opportunities in skilled trades where many jobs are high-paying and offer
advancement opportunities. Most decry the deterioration of vocational training in
high schools and said educators are out of touch with economic realities.

Some employers also complain that high schools are too focused on teaching stu-
dents to take tests rather than learning the basics or how to solve problems.

Another issue for employers is an indifferent attitude on the part of some educa-
tors. While some employers complain that attempts to contact educators go
unheeded, others complain that educators ignore them.

For some employers, community colleges are perceived as finishing the job left
incomplete by the high schools and equate an associate degree with what a high
school diploma should mean.

However, a few employers do not lay blame upon educators. Some employers
point the finger at society, parenting and our culture. Others indicate that teachers
spent more time controlling classes than teaching, and high schools are no longer
safe places, but plagued by drugs and violence.
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Employer Opinions on the N.C. Skills Market

“Please stop teaching high school stu-
dents that manufacturing jobs are a

EE2)

‘thing of the past.””” (Manufacturing,

100-249 employees)

“Trainable unskilled workers are
becoming increasingly harder to find.
Our entry-level positions do not require
prior experience but the individuals must
be trainable.” (Health Care, 250-499
employees)

“I contacted the two high schools in my
county the week after school was out and
left a message for the teacher or coun-
selor assigned to non-college bound or
vocational students. We had to entry
level positions we needed to fill. The
person answering the phone said the
person I needed to speak with was still
working—but I NEVER HEARD BACK
FROM EITHER OF THEM. IF THEY
DO NOT CARE ABOUT THESE STU-
DENTS OR LOCAL EMPLOYERS,
WHO WILL?” (Manufacturing, 25-49

employees)

Problems Finding Qualified Job Applicants

As shown in Figure 13, four out of 10 N.C. employers said that finding qualified
job applicants is “somewhat of a problem,” while more than one-third said it is
either a “difficult problem” or a “severe problem.” Only two out of 10 N.C.
employers said it is either “no problem” or a “minor problem.” Finding qualified
applicants seems to be a recurring problem for N.C. employers. In the 1989 busi-
ness and industry survey, more than one-half of the employers (54.4 percent)
either said they “always” or “frequently” have problems finding qualified appli-
cants. Employers in the 1994 survey were asked if they had difficulties finding
qualified applicants for various types of jobs. When combining those who indicated
“always” or “frequently,” the largest dissatisfaction (40.9 percent) was with find-
ing qualified applicants for service jobs. Technical and production jobs were 39.9
percent and 37.9 percent, respectively.

Figure 13: Problem Finding Qualified Job Applicants
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As indicated in Figure 14, employers overwhelmingly said they find the fewest qual-
ified applicants for their skilled/technical jobs. When they were asked if the problem
finding qualified applicants will get better or worse in the next three years, a major-
ity (56.6 percent) said it would get “worse” or “much worse.” Only one out of 10
are optimistic tha