Storm Clouds Coming
By David A. Watson, Ph.D.


As a little boy growing up in the Midwest, I acquired a healthy respect for storms, mainly those of the spring and summer variety.  They brought thunder and lightning, and more often than not, wind and hail.  Because we lived out on the prairie, first in Kansas, then in Illinois, it was often possible to see or even hear thunderstorms while they were still far away.  Ironically, one August afternoon some 30 years ago we didn’t hear the storm making its way toward us until it was quite literally directly overhead.  The damage ours and other area farms sustained was stunning both for its intensity and for the speed with which it happened.  More about the twister in a moment.  First, though, some thoughts on storm clouds of a different kind.

“Rising Above The Gathering Storm: Energizing and Employing America for a Brighter Economic Future,” the recently published findings of a blue-ribbon National Academy of Sciences panel, provides a list of what the report calls “worrisome indicators” concerning the future education and employment of scientists and engineers here in the United States.  Regarding education, the most recent Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) found that twelfth-grade students in the U.S. scored lower that the average for 21 countries on a test of general math and science knowledge.  Further, less than one-third of our fourth and eighth graders could be designated as “proficient” in mathematics, and a third of fourth graders and 20 % of eighth grade students lacked basic competence to carry out computations.  Concerning the future of our workforce, each engineer or chemist in the United States costs as much to employ as do eleven engineers in India or five chemists in China.  These two countries together produce some 700,000 new engineers per year, compared to 70,000 here in the U.S.--though many of the Chinese graduates may in fact be only engineering technicians.  Even so, the United States’ position at the forefront of innovation in science and engineering may well be at stake; in 2003, of the top ten recipients of new patents, only three companies were based in the United States.  Further, in 2001 industrial concerns in the U.S. spent more money on litigation than Research and Development.

Similarly, the Educational Testing Service (the group responsible for both AP courses and the SAT) has just released its own assessment, entitled “America’s Perfect Storm: Three Forces Changing Our Nation’s Future.”  The report identifies these factors as: divergent skill distributions; the changing economy; and demographic trends.  With regard to the first two of these, the study makes a number of cogent points.  First, that between 1950 and 2003, the space of a half-century, total employment in the manufacturing sector of the U.S. economy fell from one-third of the workforce to just over 10 %.  In addition, from 1984 to 2000 two-thirds of employment growth was associated with jobs requiring college-level training.  Unfortunately, the nation’s high school graduation rate peaked in 1969 at some 77 % and has since leveled off at roughly 70 %, with rates for disadvantaged minorities estimated to be closer to 50 %.  Coupled with this is the prediction by the U.S. Census Bureau that between 2000 to 2015 more than half of our population growth will be attributable to net immigration into the United States, and therefore at least a portion of our workforce may be less prepared in the future than it is today.  Even a high school diploma is likely not sufficient preparation for a good job in the economy of the 21st century, however.  The ETS estimates that lifetime earnings for four-year college graduates are approximately double those of who have only a high school diploma.  Storm clouds are indeed forming on our economic horizon.

The sky had indeed gone dark, so we knew storms were in the area, but we had heard no thunder, seen no lightning.  Without warning, the sky turned an odd shade of green, terrific winds began to blow seemingly from every direction at once, and the very loud report of what I thought must be a freight train roared directly over my head.  Above the din I yelled to my bachelor farmer uncle, Millard, asking him what on earth was happening.  He calmly (at least relative to me) said it was a tornado, and there was likely little we could do “against the awesome power of nature” other than to simply take in the show.  So we did.  Suffice it to say that twisters are every bit as frighteningly destructive as advertised.  We were fortunate, though.  The storm skipped over most of our property, and inflicted only (relatively) minor damage.  Others nearby, residents of a lakeside trailer park some eight miles distant, weren’t so lucky, however; seven people died (though Uncle Millard and I didn’t know this at the time).  
Yes, thunderstorms do, quite literally, kill people; storms of the figurative variety, on the other hand, have the potential to destroy whole futures.
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