
	Commentary 

	Christian S. Johansson: Cultivating a new regional work force



(Kristine Buls/Baltimore Examiner file photo)
Dunbar High science scholars break ground last year on the Johns Hopkins Science and Technology Park. 
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BALTIMORE - What type of job defines Baltimore? The answer to this question will significantly affect our self-perception and the necessary steps to prepare ourselves for our future. 

Baltimore has retained a romanticized notion of its industrial past even though of the top 50 employers in Greater Baltimore, only four are manufacturers. Half of our employers are university and health care institutions, while the remaining 10 are defense contractors and the federal government.

Add to that mix an increasingly vibrant technology community, the full impact of BRAC, and the bio and technology parks at the University of Maryland Baltimore, UMBC, and Johns Hopkins and it becomes clear Baltimore’s future well-being will depend on its ability to develop, attract, and retain a highly skilled, highly educated work force.

Our challenge goes beyond Baltimore’s economic competitiveness. We also need to consider the impact that such a work force will have on the lives of our citizens. U.S. Department of Labor statistics project total employment to increase 13 percent (or 18.9 million jobs) nationally between 2004 and 2014. People with at least a bachelor’s degree will fill two-thirds of those 18.9 million jobs.

But bad news lurks amid the good. Projections show employment decreasing for those with less than a high school diploma and increasing only modestly for those with only a high school education. And the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports the average weekly earnings for a high school graduate will be about half as much as someone with a four-year degree or higher would earn.

The good news in all of this is that Baltimore has already been taking steps to positively impact its future workforce. 

More than 100,000 students, nearly 40 percent of whom are international or out-of-state, currently attend colleges and universities in the greater Baltimore area. These institutions graduate more than 15,000 students each year. So one step toward maintaining that highly-skilled work force is to convince these students to build their professional careers here after graduation.

The Baltimore Collegetown Network — a consortium of 16 regional colleges and universities — is doing precisely that. To date, the Collegetown Network has been successful. From 2003 to 2006, the number of students who said that they would definitely or likely stay in Baltimore following graduation has increased from 19 percent to 32 percent. 

The Greater Baltimore Technology Council has focused on a similar goal since 2002 with its annual MoshPit business plan competition. The immediate objective of MoshPit is to provide students from Maryland colleges and universities with an opportunity to experience every aspect of starting a business. But the program also exposes student participants to decision-makers from the region’s business community, sending them a message that they can find their dream jobs here.

On the high school level, the Maryland Business Roundtable for Education, in partnership with the State Department of Education, runs Maryland Scholars, part of the national Scholars program. Maryland Scholars encourages students to complete a specific set of rigorous courses, including four credits of English, three credits each of math, lab science, social studies and two foreign language credits. Besides sending well-prepared students to college, the program has proven extremely effective in increasing the percentage of low-income and minority students completing rigorous high school coursework. 

Another initiative which could help in building a highly-skilled work force in Greater Baltimore is the U.S. Department of Labor’s WIRED Initiative, which the federal government launched in November 2005 to help regions address the critical role of talent development in overall economic development.

The Maryland Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation has submitted a WIRED grant, called Sci-Tech Connect, which seeks to create a regional economy, in part by tapping into unused or underutilized human capital. The grant would bring together work force development, economic development, and education to improve our approach to the growing science and technology workforce needs in the area.

Similarly, the Science and Mathematics Academy at Aberdeen High School is using federal, state and local funds to prepare students for the types of knowledge economy jobs likely to be available at Aberdeen Proving Ground. 

The bottom line is greater Baltimore is leaving its industrial and manufacturing economy behind, and is already flourishing in areas such as health care and defense. Hulking steel mills no longer define the Baltimore region, and we need to recognize this in order to continue our efforts in educating and training future generations of our work force.
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