The Evolving Workplace: Why STEM Education Matters Now for Tomorrow
“We must educate our children to compete in an age where knowledge is capital, and the marketplace is global.” — President Obama
The employment world is changing. Like it or not, the recent fiscal crisis has changed the employment outlook inexorably. Indicators point to a reduction in many unskilled jobs, and those that remain will bring in less money than they have in the past. 
Against this backdrop, the current administration is concentrating not just on improving K–12 education but on improving it specifically in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). In order to improve, or even maintain, the current US standard of living, today’s K–12 students must be better prepared to excel in a world supported by technology. It is essential for domestic interests, but also in order for the United States to be able to compete in the global environment, where many nations are outpacing ours in STEM education and careers. 
Career trends: Knowledge is power
According to the National Employment Matrix from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the top three industries with the largest wage/salary increase from 2008 to 2018 are:
· Management, scientific, and technical consulting services
· Offices of physicians
· Computer systems design and related services
Industries the BLS ranked as having the largest wage/salary decline over the same period are fields that do not require a higher education degree, college, or STEM expertise, including department stores, electronic equipment manufacturing, motor vehicle parts manufacturing, postal service, and printing and related support activities. Even motor vehicle manufacturing, which is known for offering competitive wages to employees without higher education, is expected to decline due to productivity improvements. Overall wage and salary employment in the motor vehicle and parts manufacturing industry is expected to decline by 16 percent over the 2008–2018 period, compared with 11 percent growth for all industries combined. Additionally, because many automobiles include complex electronics, many careers in automobile manufacturing now require STEM skills.
As for the lower-skill jobs that companies eliminated between 2007 and 2010, they may not return at all. And, of course, education is playing an important role in Americans’ re-employment. According to former U.S. Secretary of Labor Robert Reich, “The unemployment rate for Americans with college degrees is now only 5%, while it is 10.5% for those with only a high-school degree, and 15.6% for Americans with less than a high-school diploma. The jobs of well-educated Americans, although hardly immune to foreign outsourcing and technological displacement, have been less vulnerable to these trends than the jobs of Americans with fewer years of education.”
And, of those students who do pursue higher-education degrees, many find themselves unprepared for college-level STEM coursework. According to the Alliance for Education, 60 percent of high school students do take STEM courses, but 74 percent of those students do not gain college-ready skills.
Supporting students poised for success
To prepare students for future success, educators are concentrating now on building skills and interest in K–12 students that will help tomorrow’s career-seekers to attain and sustain employment.
That students are struggling in STEM should come as no surprise to anyone involved in education. On the National Assessment of Educational Progress, less than one-third of U.S. eighth graders show proficiency in mathematics and science. The evidence of the need for change is widespread. However, poor student performance is not entirely due to lack of interest. The Lemelson-MIT Invention Index shows that 77% of teenagers are interested in STEM careers, and education is the chief source of encouragement and inspiration for these students. 
Therefore, a great deal of responsibility for encouraging STEM interest and increasing STEM acumen falls to districts and schools. But doing so is not an easy undertaking. According to the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology in its September 15, 2010 report, “Realizing the benefits of technology for K–12 education, however, will require active investments in research and development to create broadly useful technology platforms and well-designed and validated examples of comprehensive, integrated ‘deeply digital’ instructional materials.”
A digital curriculum solution, particularly one that both delivers robust STEM coursework and builds 21st century skills, can capitalize on young learners’ interest as an integral part of a STEM-enhancement plan. And, if that solution is engineered to engage students’ minds using brain-based research, it can keep those students interested, as well as captivate other learners. It will help ensure better lives for them, and it will help them build the country’s future.
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