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SOMETIMES IT seems as if the folk song of the new century should be: "Where have all the good jobs gone?" Free trade is sending service jobs across the oceans. High-paying manufacturing jobs are gone. Many families need two incomes to get by. 


The country needs to overhaul its work force development programs. YMCA Training Inc. is a Boston program that works, teaching computer proficiency and interpersonal skills. Boston resident Faye Taylor enrolled in Training Inc. in the mid-1990s. A single mother on welfare, she took a computer class and ended up with much more. Students did mock interviews and ran a mock company, learning how to work within their own group and with other departments. Taylor was given an internship with an assigned mentor at City Hall. She says the Training Inc. staff "never shut the door." 


Taylor worked for a temporary agency while caring for her mother, who was ill. She would work for several months, then go to Training Inc. to brush up on skills she had learned. By 2001 she was ready for full-time work and got a secretarial position at Boston Medical Center, beating out 14 other candidates. Once her daughter is older, Taylor hopes to go to college and become a sonographer, skilled in doing ultrasound tests. 


Taylor's experience shows what's needed: programs that put workers on career ladders in growing fields. According to US Bureau of Labor Statistics predictions, managerial jobs will increase by 18 percent between 2002 and 2012; registered nursing jobs by 27 percent; and college teaching jobs by 38 percent, for a total of 1.6 million new jobs. 


These numbers should translate into a work force policy golden rule: Steer people toward college, immediately or in the long run. Workers who get state-funded help should leave with a career plan that includes earning family-sustaining wages. This is essential in Massachusetts, where a quarter of working adults still earn less than $9 an hour, according to a new report from the Women's Educational and Industrial Union. 


Sadly, flaws mar state and federal efforts. Massachusetts lets only a small segment of welfare recipients count education toward the state's work requirement. Higher education funding has wilted. Financial aid programs are designed for young full-time students willing to borrow thousands of dollars. 


In his 2005 budget proposal, President Bush calls for spending $6.1 billion on work force efforts. But that isn't enough, according to the Workforce Alliance, a coalition with headquarters in Washington, D.C. The group points to a 29 percent drop in work force spending at the Department of Labor between 1985 and 2003. The alliance calls for a $48 billion fund. Such a commitment would boost workers, companies, and the economy. 
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