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W hy i s  t h i s  b o o k  wo r t h  yo u r t i m e?

1. The United States is slipping on many fronts (as com-
pared to other parts of the world; and, as compared to 
our own past capabilities).  This is of great concern.

2. There are measurable deficiencies and shortages.  And 
the number one deficiency is a shortage of talent.

3. And, that shortage of talent is the talent within our 
people.  

4. This book provides tangible steps to implement to alle-
viate this shortage of talent.

NOTE: The “#s” following each quote/excerpt indicate the Kindle App for the iPad “location” of the quote/excerpt from the book.

E x c e r p t s  a n d  q u ot e s  d i r e c t ly f ro m  t h e  b o o k :

The book you are about to read is predicated on the notion that 
America’s forward trajectory—its future prosperity—depends on the 
acquisition and development of talent. 38  

So, what is talent? 50    

… a gift, or an ability that can benefit the common good. 54  

Talent is much more than innate ability: It is knowledge of particular 
domains and the human contexts that give it meaning. Knowledge 
without meaning is aimless and ineffectual. Talent is skill—the ability 
to use knowledge to learn more or solve problems. Talent is rooted 
in values: a deep belief in discovery, personal fulfillment, and service 
to others. And talent has a complicated personality: It is by turns 
conscientious, reflective, and engaged with others. 136

Knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) represent the core cognitive 
dimensions to talent… 516    

Talent can be broken 
down into two 
categories: innate 
and inherent abilities, 
and those that can 
be cultivated through 
training and education. 
532  
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Knowledge is understanding in a particular subject matter, such 
as math, science, or the humanities, as well as applied subjects 
like accounting.   Skills, like critical thinking and problem solving, 
are competencies that allow individuals to use their knowledge to 
solve problems as well as generate new knowledge.   Abilities, like 
memory, creativity, and reasoning, are enduring personal attributes 
that are innate, to some extent, but can also be developed through 
formal and informal learning. 517    

Values, interests, and personality traits are the non-cognitive 
dimensions to talent…

Personality traits, like conscientiousness or extroversion, are habitual 
patterns of behavior, thought, or emotion that are relatively stable 
over time. 

But recent research demonstrates that personality traits can be as 
important as KSAs in determining educational and career success. 
528    

Talent is not born or bought; it is made, one person at a time, in 
supporting families and social institutions. 140    

America

In the most recent century, both by choice and out of necessity, 
America was often the first to accomplish many things. We achieved 
great, grand outcomes, and we had the talent to do so. 379   

• When Franklin D. Roosevelt asked American industry to supply 
the necessary arsenal to rescue the Allies and defeat the Axis, 
business leaders created, in not much more than the blink of an 
eye, thousands of ships, planes, tanks, and guns, which won 
the war. 89    

• “We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other 
things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, 
because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best 
of our energies and skills….” 117    

• We didn’t just cure polio and win the race to the moon. We 
also helped raise Europe up from its postwar ashes, electrified 
every corner of the nation, put several cars in nearly every 
garage, gave many families a house to go with it, created and 
paved interconnected highways from coast to coast, won the 
Cold War, and created the Internet, which spawned many of 
the tech enterprises (Google, YouTube, Facebook) that are, at 
this point, central to our daily lives. 121    

My view is that we all 
have talent, we all have 
promise, and we all 
have potential to put it 
to use. Some will create 
and invent, others will 
educate, some will head 
large corporations, 
others will start small 
businesses, some will 
study the stars, and 
others will till the land. 
617  
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But how did a relatively young nation pull it off? Talent. 125    

And the glue that held it all together was a unifying belief in the 
idea of America: a place where hard work and self-determination 
reaped rewards; where civic engagement and faith in our institutions 
played a vital role in citizenship; and where our leaders, armed with 
unshakeable confidence in the idea of America, inspired millions to 
do great things. 187    

For our purposes, it’s better to look at America’s place in the world in 
the early part of the 21st century with regard to where we stand in a 
global competition: a competition for innovation, investment, growth, 
and prosperity, and, above all else, the key to creating those—talent. 
249    

The horizons are ominous: Forty-seven million Americans are living 
in poverty. Median household income has actually declined since the 
1990s. 434    

Employers are unable to fill more than two million jobs. Why? Lack of 
knowledge, skills, and abilities: in a word, talent. 361   

Public education in America, despite billions of dollars’ worth of 
investments and the best efforts of educators as well as reformers 
from all parts of the political spectrum, is frankly, abysmal. …
America’s K–12 schools seventeenth in the developed world—
behind such countries as Belgium, Singapore, and Canada. …
US test scores are falling behind those of another set of nations 
including Latvia and Chile. Let me repeat that: Latvia and Chile. 258    

…half of all the patents awarded by the US government since 2008 
have gone to innovators from other countries. 391  

Jim Clifton, CEO of Gallup, predicts a coming global war for jobs. 
437   

The jobs of the 21st century require 21st century education, and we 
are doing a fairly lousy job of providing it to our workforce-in-waiting. 
As a consequence, employment opportunities are going elsewhere. 
…The thinkers, builders, inventors, and educators, the immigrant 
culture builders, all so essential to our character and prosperity, will 
flower in foreign soil. “We’re Number 2!” isn’t really a catchy slogan. 
But it might be the best we can do. 472    

…the strength of our nation—or any nation―is its people, the sum 
total of knowledge, skills, and abilities inherent in the citizenry. And 
only with sufficient talent, and the right kinds of talent, can we meet 
the demands of this new era. 478    

But it’s worth 
considering in the 
early years of the 21st 
century: Do we still have 
the skills we need, do 
we still believe, can we 
still muster the talent to 
do it all again?    
197  

The truth is, here in the 
early decades of the 
21st century, we are 
at real risk of falling 
behind in this contest. 
Our advantages from 
the past century are 
either irrelevant or in 
jeopardy. 
251  
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Talent is a reflection of the synergies that result when individuals 
acquire a mix of capabilities that lead to prosperity in their careers 
and personal lives—synergies that not only impact them as 
individuals, but all of society.  62

Education

(from Gallup research) -- “Because we live in a knowledge economy, 
gone are the days when natural resources was the base of our 
economy…” 539    

“If we focus on developing human potential, the returns are going to 
be much higher.” 545     

Schools, both K−12 and throughout higher education, prepare young 
people for citizenship and civic life, to hold jobs, to contribute to 
society, and to think objectively. 366  

Only a relatively small number of Americans attended college up until 
World War II. 147    

Yet after the war, there were more veterans returning home than jobs 
waiting for them (the US actually staggered discharging veterans to 
avoid an employment crisis). 148    

The GI Bill democratized the bachelor’s degree and played a 
crucial role in establishing college as the preferred pathway into the 
American middle class. 161    

The Higher Education Act, signed by President Lyndon Johnson in 
1965, was premised on the idea that support for both low-income 
students and institutions of higher education advanced a critical 
national interest—expanding opportunities for more Americans to 
benefit from the knowledge and skills inherent in a college degree. …
And the Civil Rights Act…   

Both pieces of legislation were milestones in the development of the 
American Century. 167    

These steps were not driven by noblesse oblige, but instead by what 
was for a long time a uniquely American view that our prosperity and 
way of life depended on expanding the pool of talent. 169    

Lots of less-advantaged Americans never get the chance to fully 
develop their talents. 

…for most low-income kids, there is no relationship between innate 
abilities measured in childhood and aptitudes developed by the time 
they are old enough for college. 622    

Education, and 
related strategies 
like immigration and 
urban policy, are all 
aimed at helping both 
individuals and society 
bend a person’s life 
trajectory toward 
something better. It’s 
about talent, and how 
that talent is ultimately 
attracted, nurtured, and 
marshaled. 
48  

If we are not producing 
a new generation of 
innovators, thinkers, 
educators, and 
entrepreneurial 
daredevils, we are likely 
to see a sharp slide in 
our overall quality of life 
here in America.
392  
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Income trumps innate ability as a predictor of college access among 
working-poor families. Conversely, innate ability trumps income 
among middle-class and upper-class kids. 625    

But the rest can’t take care of itself if those opportunities are not 
available. “Talent comes from opportunity, and what this country is 
tipping towards is less opportunity,” Zimpher observes, with dismay. 
“And with a massive new population evolving, we need access to 
opportunity now more than ever.” 639    

If you count the students who go to college with the support of their 
parents, attend full-time, and live in college housing, you end up 
describing less than one out of every four college students today. 
742    

…less than 40 percent of Americans hold at least an associate 
degree; another 5 percent hold a certificate or other nondegree 
credential. 266    

A generation ago, nearly two-thirds of America’s car mechanics 
were high school dropouts. Today, more than a third have attended 
college. 270    

The fact is that higher education is all but required for entry into the 
executive suite. …97 percent of CEOs at Fortune 500 companies 
have a four-year college degree, and 62 percent have advanced 
degrees. …This doesn’t just apply to CEOs. It applies to all workers. 
570       

Lumina’s mission homed on just one issue: increasing college 
access and success, especially for low-income, first-generation, and 
other underserved populations. 280    

The goal—ensuring that 60 percent of Americans hold a high-quality 
postsecondary degree, certificate, or other credential by the year 
2025—was based on the projections that the Georgetown Center 
had done showing how big of a gap the US had to narrow in order to 
address its talent needs. 288    

The goal is fundamentally a means to an end: Increasing the 
proportion of Americans with high-quality postsecondary education 
qualifications will add enormously to the talent base of the country. 
293    

Between 1994 and 2008, 68 percent of African-American college 
student enrollment and 72 percent of new Hispanic enrollment was 
at open-admission four-year colleges and two-year colleges. Over 
the same period, 82 percent of new white student enrollment was at 
the 464 most selective four-year colleges. …By and large, American 

If you come from a poor 
or working-poor family, 
chances are you won’t 
ever get the opportunity 
to “be all you can be.”
623  

In other words, America 
needs talent now 
more than ever, but 
Americans aren’t yet 
fully grasping that 
college is the best way 
to ensure that supply of 
talent. 
273  
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students are traveling on separate postsecondary pathways, 
divergent pathways that lead to unequal educational opportunities 
and outcomes—a lower level of talent than what we need for the 
nation’s collective well-being, not just for their future as individuals. 
298    

Many commentators, including Clay Christensen and Thomas 
Friedman, have argued that the industry of higher education is ripe 
for disruption, and that there’s a revolution already underway in that 
industry. 728    

Perhaps the most outdated feature of our current higher education 
system is how we measure learning. …And the only way to do this is 
to remove and replace the credit hour. 790    

In this new system every student will know where he or she is going, 
how much it will cost to get there, how much time it will take, and 
what to expect at journey’s end—both in terms of learning outcomes 
and career prospects. 797    

…we don’t have a clear enough understanding of which methods 
(like instructional pedagogies, counseling strategies, academic 
support interventions, or financing mechanisms) actually matter. 
…The shift to a student-centered, learning-based approach to 
postsecondary learning is the key. 832    

Talent is cumulative—what you’ve learned and applied from that 
learning in the past gets added to what you learn and do now. 845    

…what if we sped up the learning process, not by pushing people to 
unreasonable levels, but by making it clear that they’ve got to stay 
on task and demonstrate that they’ve learned something, and then 
getting them into the labor market faster? 861    

John Wooden: “Be quick, but don’t hurry”? 863    

Speed, however, is not enough. Competency, deep proficiency, is 
critical to success in the workplace, and in life. 872    

Competency-based education (or CBE in the jargon of educators) is, 
in a nutshell, education designed around the mastery of a defined set 
of skills. 874    

At this time of great anxiety and uncertainty for the nation, we 
desperately need new and better ideas. 500    

 …What’s different about the Talent Trust is that it puts the decision-
making for how to allocate those resources in the hands of the 
learner. 937    

Let’s not kid ourselves: 
America’s higher 
education system is 
indeed in need of an 
overhaul. But let’s 
draw a distinction 
between murdering 
higher education and 
modernizing it. The 
former will cause us to 
slip behind in the talent 
contest. The latter is our 
first key to winning it. 
682

…we need to stop 
assuming that the way 
we’ve always done it is 
the best way, or the only 
way.
860

One radical model, 
though still realistic, 
would be to shift 
government support 
toward a single pot of 
resources that every 
person would be 
eligible to draw from, 
sort of like a line of 
credit or a personal 
trust fund.
937
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Focusing our higher education system on learning, which is how we 
get to the higher levels of talent, is a sure way to meet the nation’s 
economic success. 946    

Robert Reich argued that a country like the United States has two 
main resources to define its success—infrastructure (like roads and 
telecommunications systems) and workers. …And yet investment in 
education and “training” was disconnected from this reality, with the 
separate policies and systems led by Education and Labor rarely 
connecting. Shouldn’t there be better coordination between the two, 
Reich reasoned? 1198    

The current mission statement of the Department of Education: 
“to promote student achievement and preparation for global 
competitiveness by fostering educational excellence and ensuring 
equal access.” 1228    

“There was some beauty in having a Health, Education, and Welfare 
department,” Martha Kanter told me. That agency closed in 1979… 
1275    

Immigration and Urban Policy

The immigrants of the 20th century arrived on these shores with 
energy and guts but often little in the way of cultivated talent or 
advanced education. …But the 21st century is a far different ball 
game. 1318    

This stream of innovators and innovation may be drying up. …This 
would be tragic for the nation. The impact of immigrant innovators 
on America’s economic, social, and cultural prowess will be severely 
hampered without the kind of welcoming, pro-growth philosophy that 
gave the nation its edge, 1382    

The Australian government has conceived immigration policies that, 
in terms of admission and visa status, favor immigrants who have 
the skills and education background that the country is looking for. In 
other words, a talent-based system. 1436    

Just as impressive as the focus of Australia’s immigration policies is 
the speed at which they facilitate migration. 1465    

The American immigration system is dysfunctional—if readers will 
pardon the overused terminology—and the political process by which 
it should be repaired is equally dysfunctional. 1488    

Writing in The Wall Street Journal, Steve Case, the cofounder of 
America Online, pointed out in distressing detail that Germany, 
Australia, China, and Canada have all recently adjusted their 

A US Department 
of Talent would tie 
together approaches 
that have been 
disconnected, and 
bureaucratically 
entrenched, and replace 
them with ones focused 
on outcomes.     
1254

The demographic 
makeup of the US 
labor force is changing 
quickly and profoundly. 
By 2050, if not sooner, 
whites will no longer 
be the majority of our 
workforce. 
1328    

Firms with greater 
gender and racial/
ethnic diversity have 
also been found to be 
more likely to innovate, 
apply for more patents, 
and have greater 
breadth of patents in 
technological fields. 
1341 

…Diverse groups are 
better at avoiding 
groupthink... 
1354
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immigration laws to attract and retain entrepreneurs, while America 
struggles to do the same. “Will we see America’s advantage move 
overseas?” Case asks. 326    

According to the Americas Society and the Council of the Americas, 
an annual influx of 100,000 immigrants would create 46,000 jobs and 
generate $80 billion in housing wealth. 329    

America’s edge and the prosperity it brings are in peril until we 
recognize that our immigration debate should not be about whom 
we want within our borders or where they come from, but rather 
what type of society we want and how we recruit the talent to help 
construct it. 331    

But through the years, Americans have understood that success 
comes from a balanced mix of hard work, self-sufficiency, and 
observation of the law of equal success, or as we often call it, the 
American dream. 337    

A more talented nation won’t happen on its own. 
955  

Charity still matters a great deal. But it’s not enough—and charity is 
not philanthropy. …At its core, charity is about help, about meeting 
urgent needs. Philanthropy, though, is about change. Philanthropy 
is focused not on symptoms, but on root causes. It is systemic, 
not episodic; proactive rather than reactive. In short, the goal of 
philanthropy is not so much to provide assistance or service; rather, 
it seeks to permanently alter the conditions that make assistance 
necessary. 965    

The government has the ability to coordinate and overcome market 
failures; the private sector brings the expertise and money.” 985    

“Young people who are working and have income buy products and 
homes, and will be contributing members of society and, of course, 
will be customers of ours…” Private employers like Starbucks have 
an important role in getting us to the higher level of talent we crave 
and avoiding the crisis scenario Taylor mentions. 1016    

History has shown that there are many examples of federal 
government policy success—if success is defined as achieving the 
intended outcome to support the public good at a reasonable cost. 
1127    

Having a high concentration of college-educated workers (in a city) is 
a good proxy for talent. 1545    

“People come here and they ask us ‘how did you do this?’ and 

This combination of 
strategies—relying 
on the leadership 
of employers and 
philanthropy to actively 
participate in talent 
development at scale; 
tapping the capacities 
of cultural institutions 
like libraries and 
museums as formal 
participants in the 
talent development 
enterprise; creating 
new, innovative 
organizations that 
draw from the best 
practices and strategies 
of for-profit companies 
without making profit 
the primary motive; 
and developing new 
financing mechanisms 
to fund specific talent 
outcomes—could yield 
the kinds of dividends 
that will materially 
impact the nation’s 
talent needs.     
1112 
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I tell them, these things just don’t fall out of the sky,” explains 
Klohs (in Grand Rapids). “It takes entrepreneurship, it takes close 
collaboration, and it takes a vision from and for the community.” 1599    

The story she relates is one of constant experimentation, of private 
sector and nonprofit leadership working together to promote the 
city’s goals, improve its quality of life, and make it an attractive place 
to call home. 1600    

 “There is a disconnect between what comes out of the education 
system and what we need as employers…” …“We need to know 
what people really know and employers need to describe what they 
need.” 1614    

Place is about collaboration—the satisfaction in creating together, 
and experiencing the fruits of that co-creation as a community. 1677    

In cities, much like America itself, talent defines what a city is and 
where it is going. 1708    

“A society is an aggregation of all these individuals; it’s the Gross 
Education Product of the USA,” he argued, coining a useful new 
metric. “It’s how we sum up all of these investments we have made 
for individuals and what they have done for them as people and us 
as a nation.” 

If your GEP rises, so does your GDP. It’s a measurable relationship.” 
1748    

In other words, a Gross Talent Product, or GTP. 1751    

First, we need to define the numbers or core facts that describe what 
a more talented society looks like. 1752    

Increasingly, consumers have neither the time nor patience for 
shoddy goods or second-rate services. 1769    

Employers have raised entry-level educational requirements for their 
workers and expect them to engage in lifelong learning on the job. …
Greater expectations of convenience, customer service, and social 
responsibility require empathy for the customer or client. 1775    

In the workplace, information technology is both a substitute and a 
complement to human skill. 1778    

..the talent supply isn’t keeping up with demand. …US teenagers 
and high school graduates have weaker basic skills than their 
international peers—especially in math… 1816    

What do successful 
cities do to encourage 
talent development? 
They set goals; 
they listen to what 
employers need; they 
foster a sense of place; 
they offer multiple 
pathways to success 
for all types of people; 
and they work together, 
harmoniously, driven 
by the idea that this 
place—our home—can 
be restored, with people 
at the core to ensure 
that it is even better 
than it was before.    
1702 

Companies demand 
a deeper and broader 
set of skills from their 
workers: not just 
cognitive skills, but 
interpersonal skills 
and other noncognitive 
competencies.    
1771 
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Baby boomers rank average in numeracy skills relative to their 
international peers, and American teenagers and college-age adults 
rank dead last in numeracy. 1818    

A more talented society would also result in a more equal society. 
That’s because a huge part of what’s driving growing inequality is 
the college wage premium—the difference in earnings between high 
school graduates and college graduates. 1831    

The single most important factor that determines inequality among 
the 99 percent is the growing returns of a college degree. 1833    

In monetary terms, the value of education investment is $7 trillion: 
$3.7 trillion of market value and $3.3 trillion of nonmarket value. …
we’ve been significantly underinvesting in talent. 1864    

“When I ws governor, I always believed that the state with the best 
talent wins,” John Engler told me. “But it has become true today that 
the nation with the best talent is likely to win.” 1872    

To Engler’s point, the GTP is an expression of the total impact 
that investment in education, immigration, and other systems and 
processes have on the nation. 1874    

…talent is something we inherently possess as Americans; it is at the 
core of our national persona. 1924    

Here’s what I concluded. 1944    

Our higher education system is dysfunctional, costly, and largely 
unaccountable for its actual purpose (preparing Americans for 
productive careers and engaged lives). 1944    

As a result, skepticism is surrounding the value of a college degree 
at a time when our economy, now more than ever, demands workers 
with skills only found in postsecondary learning environments. 1945    

The path to get us there is surely quite different than the one 
we followed in the 20th century. …Henry Luce:  “But this nation, 
conceived in adventure and dedicated to the progress of man—this 
nation cannot truly endure unless there courses strongly through its 
veins from Maine to California the blood of purposes and enterprise 
and high resolve.” 1982    

The raw material is still here. But the clock is running and the time to 
develop and redeploy it is at hand. The fate of our future is riding on 
getting this right. And I have every faith that we will do exactly that. 
1988  

Learning is the key 
to the success of the 
higher education 
system, and the 
learning that students 
obtain should be the 
most important thing 
we measure—not how 
much time they spent 
in a classroom, and 
not which school they 
attended.     
1948 
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Co n c l u s i o n

What we did? 

Electrify a nation; won the great world wars; cured polio; made it to 
the moon; educated and housed the many (especially with the G. I. 
Bill); created the internet; and so much more…

Some Stories (models)  

• Cummins – immigrants, social justice
• Starbucks -- and the ways they develop talent…
• City of Grand Rapids, MI -- and its innovative can-do spirit

So, what is talent? In short, talent includes:   

• KNOWLEDGE—understanding in a particular subject matter, 
such as math, science, or the humanities, as well as applied 
subjects like accounting.   

• SKILLS—like critical thinking and problem solving, compe-
tencies that allow individuals to use their knowledge to solve 
problems as well as generate new knowledge.   

• ABILITIES—like memory, creativity, and reasoning, enduring 
personal attributes that are innate to some extent, but can also 
be developed through formal and informal learning.   

• VALUES—like recognition, achievement, and authority, pref-
erences for outcomes, goals, or ideals.   

• Interests—like social or investigative, the characteristics of 
the kinds of environments where people prefer to locate them-
selves.   

• PERSONALITY TRAITS—like conscientiousness or extro-
version, habitual patterns of behavior, thought, or emotion that 
are relatively stable over time.  

This is an optimistic 
book – with an echo 
of Henry Luce’s, and 
America’s, “can-do” 
spirit.

5 ideas in the book:

1. Higher education

2. Private sector 
innovation 

3. Federal role 
in talent 
development and 
deployment

4. New immigration 
model

5. Reimagine our 
cities as hubs of 
talent

Talent can be broken 
down into two 
categories: innate 
and inherent abilities, 
and those than can 
be cultivated through 
training and education.
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S o m e  L e s s o n s  a n d  Ta k e aways

1. We have to develop talent “across the board” – especially 
providing talent development for those raised in lesser-income 
circumstances, and the “underserved” among us.

2. We have to recruit and accept people with talent from wherever 
they come from.  We are truly in a global competition for talent.

3. We have to urge Congress to act on creating a more welcoming 
path on immigration because of the talent needed. 

4. We have to redesign our thinking about learning (and, then, our 
system of learning) – it’s about capabilities and skills learned (and 
accurately measured), not hours spent in classrooms… (The 3 hour 
credit class is an antiquated approach).  (And, we should establish 
“The Talent Trust,” a student & employee-driven pool of money for 
long-term learning).

5. We have to expand the possibilities for talent development. 
(consider: museums; libraries).

6. We need to establish a new “Department of Talent.”  -- We’ve got 
to champion (and demand) collaborations. (“Connect the dots”).
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“America needs 
talent. This, more than 
anything, must be our 
goal in these early years 
of the 21st century: to 
build a society endowed 
with the skills, smarts, 
and drive to keep pace 
with the progress 
unfolding all around 
us—rapidly changing 
economies, quickly 
adapting and evolving 
global competitors—
and, by doing so, ensure 
another century of 
prosperity.”
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