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Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

Here, you will learn to

What’s Inside

♦ demonstrate your  
value quickly

♦ clarify what’s expected  
of you

♦ dress and behave  
appropriately

Ruzita listens as Margo, her  
supervisor, describes Ruzita’s 

responsibilities as a new assistant 
editor at Ralston Publishers. Margo 
explains that Ruzita will learn to guide 
authors’ new manuscripts through 
design, editing, proofreading, layout, 
and printing, but all Ruzita hears  
is that she’ll have to enter text  
and distribute 
reports. 

“What 
have I gotten 
myself into?” 
Ruzita 
wonders.  
“I didn’t 
spend all 
those years in 
school to sit  
at a computer all day. I took this job 
for the excitement and creativity and 
to learn how to be a good editor.”

As Ruzita’s mind swirls, Margo 
hands her a set of instructions to 
format and email to the editorial  
team. While she prepares the data, 
Ruzita begins to read. She quickly 
learns that the book is written by  
one of the top political scientists  
in the country—a person she’s seen  
on television several times. 

The instructions describe the size 
of the book, the number of colors to 
be used by the printer, and the steps 
the manuscript will go through from 
the author’s original manuscript 

to being printed. From the general 
overview, she learns how the book will 
be designed, the number of copies to 
be printed, and the intended market. 
Ruzita feels a surge of excitement that 
replaces her earlier concerns. 

When Ruzita finishes the formatting, 
Margo walks through the office with her. 
She introduces Ruzita to the editor, 

the designer of the 
book cover and 
inside pages, and 
the proofreaders. 
Each person 
welcomes Ruzita 
to the company. 

“This may 
be my first job,” 
Ruzita thinks,  
“but I can see that 

I’m part of something big. If I work 
hard, I’ll get opportunities to learn. 
That’s what I want.” 

Start Out Strong



4

Hit the Road Running
Whether you’re beginning your first job or your 
seventh, expectations for your performance will be 
high from the first day. You’ll receive training, but 
probably not as much as you think you need and 
almost certainly not as much as you want.

Whether your 
training is for a few 
days or a few months, 
you will be expected to 
deliver value right from 
the start. You will be 
evaluated for how  
much you contribute  
to the company and 
your commitment  
to your job. 

No Job Is Too Small
Your challenge is to find ways to show why  
your company made a good decision in hiring  
you. A good way to start is to complete  
all assigned work on time and then  
take on any small tasks that will add  
to the company’s profitability  
or efficiency. 

You may find yourself 
helping others, serving 
in a secondary role,  

or taking work that is dull and boring. If that’s the  
case, smile, tough it out, and ask for more work. 
Show that you are willing to complete every task,  
no matter how small or insignificant it may seem. 
Your can-do attitude will impress your supervisor.  

Maria Shriver, the award-winning television 
journalist, describes her first job in Ten Things  

I Wish I’d Known Before 
I Went Out Into the Real 
World. As an intern at 
KYW-TV in Philadelphia, 
she worked harder than 
she had ever worked 
before. That was after the 
news director told her 
that rich kids from fancy 
colleges didn’t belong 
in his newsroom. Maria 
volunteered for shifts no 

one else wanted, worked the phones, and helped the 
reporters do their jobs. She was determined to prove 
her boss wrong and to show him and everyone else 
that she was serious.

Since Maria didn’t have her own desk, she 
worked all over the newsroom—at the 

police scanners, the wire services, 
the assignment desks, the 

phones. “I found out what 
no one else wanted to do 

and did it,” she said.

Quick Skills Series: What Your Employer Expects Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

 Starting at the bottom builds  
character. It makes you hungry and 

determined. It’s also a very good way  
to find out, stunning as it may be, that 

you’re not as smart as you think you are. 
And it’s the best way to learn.

— Maria Shriver

TV Journalist
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A Time to Grow and Learn 
First jobs are places to learn the nuts and bolts  
of your industry, to sharpen your interpersonal  
and technical skills. If you’re uncertain about how  
to do things, which tasks have priority, or where to 
find supplies, ask questions. No one expects you  
to know everything. 

Many companies today hire from within, 
meaning that the first job is a stepping stone toward 
upper-level positions in the company. Nordstrom, 
the giant department store chain, for example, 
starts nearly all employees at a sales counter or in 
a sales support position so they can work closely 
with customers and learn the business. 

Nordstrom then promotes from the sales staff, 
offering management jobs to employees who 
demonstrate competence, work hard, and show 

initiative. Other employers prize these same 
characteristics. 

Demonstrate Competence
Your employer will expect certain things from  
you when you start a new job. For example, you 
will be expected to be able to read and understand 
reports, write and speak clearly and logically, 
perform math calculations, and use technology 
efficiently. Nearly all jobs today require computer 
skills, including the ability to use word-processing 
and spreadsheet applications and to enter and 
retrieve data. In some entry-level positions, such  
as in nursing or computer programming, and in  
all upper-level jobs, specific knowledge about your 
field will be required. 

✓ View the job as an exciting opportunity.
✓ Work hard consistently.
✓ Learn and practice required skills  

outside of work.
✓ Show commitment to your job and 

company.
✓ Complete work accurately, on time,  

and with a positive attitude.
✓ Show a willingness to learn new ways  

of doing things.
✓ Stay busy doing work of value to the 

company.
✓ Take the initiative. Don’t wait to be  

told what to do.
✓ Develop a good relationship with your 

supervisor and coworkers.
✓ Dress and act professionally.

To Demonstrate  
Your Value
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From your first day on the job, show 
professionalism by reading materials carefully, 
writing clearly, making thoughtful decisions, and 
computing accurately. Here are some ways you  
can do stand-out work that will be noticed:

♦ Read instructions carefully, and follow  
them exactly.

♦ Strive for written perfection in all emails, 
letters, and reports. Write concisely, using 
proper grammar. Use spell check programs 
when creating documents on the computer. 
Be aware that your correspondence represents 
your company. Make sure it looks and sounds 
professional and contains no typographical  
or spelling errors.

♦ Double-check your math. Sloppy, inaccurate 
computations can be costly to your company 
and your reputation. 

♦ Spend time at home or in a training class 
upgrading the soft skills you will need on  
the job.

Research by Harvard University, Stanford Research 
Center, and the Carnegie Foundation concluded 
that 85% of job success comes from well-developed 
soft and people skills, and only 15% comes from 
technical skills and knowledge known as the hard 
skills. According to the American Management 
Association (AMA),  
math and literacy skill 
level expectations  
are rising. What 
actions can you take 
to better prepare 
yourself for work?

 

Work Hard, Fast, and Smart
You must already possess the basic skills you need 
for your job or you wouldn’t have been hired. What 
else does your employer expect of you as you begin 
a new job? High on the list are dependability, hard 
work, ability to meet deadlines, and commitment  
to your work and the company. 

Your company may offer performance-based 
pay, which rewards employees who work hard, take 
on extra responsibility, and exceed expectations.  
Or, it may offer bonuses, merit increases, and  
profit-sharing to spur employees to exceed standards. 
As an assembly-line worker, technician, teacher,  
or attorney, your pay may be based on how 
effectively you work. 

Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

The mechanic that  
would perfect his work must  

first sharpen his tools.

— ConfuCiuS
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Characteristics Employers Value

Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

Remember that you are being paid to work 
eight hours a day, so be sure to put in at least that 
much effort. If you do even more, you’ll gain your 
supervisor’s attention and develop a good feeling 
about yourself.

It takes time to learn a 
job, and no one will expect 
you to be perfect from  
Day 1. But you will be judged 
from the first day on how 
committed you are to your 
work, how willing you are to 
learn, and how well you adapt 
to new ways of doing things. 

Take Initiative
Taking initiative means looking for what needs to be 
done and doing it without being asked. Employees 
who take initiative are what make companies 
successful. These workers look for different ways of 
doing the routine tasks, create new products that 
customers will want, and find solutions to problems. 
They ask “What if?” and are not afraid of the answers. 

The Wright brothers asked this question and 
answered it when they flew their first airplane. Now, 
a little more than a hundred years later, we have 
landed on the moon and established space stations 

where people can  
live for years. 

Can you think 
of people who 
have taken the 
initiative, thought 
innovatively, and 
made a difference? 
One famous person 
who comes to mind 
is Henry Ford. When 
Ford came on the 

auto workers’ scene, only the wealthy could afford 
automobiles. Ford envisioned producing a car 
that everyone could afford. He then developed the 
assembly line and made his vision a reality.

Source: National Association of Colleges and Employers Recent Data.
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Of course, less famous people also take the 
initiative and make a tremendous contribution to 
their companies. An example is Patrick Sinner, an 
employee at a Pittsburgh bank. Sinner thought the 
bank would save money if employees turned off 
their computers each night. Management rejected 
his suggestion, saying that the computers would 
wear out more quickly if they were turned on and off 
frequently. Sinner researched his theory and found 
that the computers would be out of date before 
they would wear out from being turned off at night. 
Management listened, and Sinner’s suggestion  
saved the company $268,000 a year, as reported  
in Taking Initiative in Your Job by Bob Nelson.

How can you take initiative?
♦ When you finish a task, don’t sit around 

waiting to be told what to do next. Ask your 
supervisor what needs to be done—or suggest 
what you believe should be your next duty. 

♦ Listen carefully to customers’ requests 
and complaints. They may signal changes 
that should be made to products, services, 
or systems. Raise these issues with your 
supervisor.

♦ Think about the tasks you perform routinely. 
Are there faster, better ways to do them?  
Can steps be eliminated without harm? 
Are there ways to improve your work 
environment? Can you make a suggestion  
to increase employee productivity?

♦ Volunteer for tasks, especially jobs that  
no one else wants to do. You’ll be noticed  
and appreciated.

♦ Think creatively and keep an open mind.
♦ Consider new approaches and be willing  

to take calculated risks.
A word of caution: It’s usually 
best not to suggest changes 
until you’ve been on the job 
for several months. You may 
be resented if you act like a  
know-it-all. Take time to 
learn why your company does 
things the way it does and 
gain the trust and respect of 
your coworkers and supervisor 
before suggesting changes. 
When you do suggest changes, 
support your ideas with facts.

A hunch is your creative  
mind trying to tell  

you something.

— frank Capra

American film director
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Recognizing the Value in Routine Tasks
For each of the work tasks listed, describe something of value you can gain by performing the task.

Answering phones: _________________________________________________________________________________

Working on an assembly line: ________________________________________________________________________

Conducting research for your supervisor: ______________________________________________________________

Harvesting crops: __________________________________________________________________________________

Working on a team:  ________________________________________________________________________________

Photocopying memos: ______________________________________________________________________________

Installing software on a customer’s computer: __________________________________________________________

Distributing reports: ________________________________________________________________________________

Taking minutes at meetings: _________________________________________________________________________

Organizing a supplies room: _________________________________________________________________________

Tallying numbers for a lab experiment: ________________________________________________________________

Greeting visitors: ___________________________________________________________________________________

Calculating the day’s sales: __________________________________________________________________________

Handling customer complaints: _______________________________________________________________________

Taking a client to lunch: _____________________________________________________________________________

Clearing tables at a restaurant: _______________________________________________________________________

Delivering rush work to a client: ______________________________________________________________________

Solving a problem: _________________________________________________________________________________

Entering customer information into a database: _________________________________________________________

Creating graphics for promotional materials: ___________________________________________________________ 

Developing a Website: ______________________________________________________________________________

Workshop 1: Start Out Strong
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Take Time to Learn 
Starting a new job is a lot like moving to a new town 
or school. You don’t know where things are, what 
the people are like, or how things are done. You have 
to learn the written and unwritten rules. You must 
figure out how to fit in. Since you’re the new person 
on the block, you may feel bewildered, nervous,  
and lost.

While those feelings 
are natural, you can 
minimize their effect by 
seeking out information 
about your position, 
department, and 
company. You can do 
this the same way you 
learn how to survive in 
a new environment—by 
closely observing others, 
listening to what’s going on around you, asking 
questions, and reading relevant material. You’ll be 
most successful if you approach others with a smile 
and friendly manner. If they believe they can trust 
you, they will open up to you.

Learn Your Responsibilities
It’s Girish’s first day working as a lab technician 
at Easton Chemical Company. He knows the tests 
he will perform and has conducted the chemical 
procedures numerous times. He’s skilled at using 
calorimeters, titrimeters, litmus paper, and all  
the other equipment. But still he’s concerned.  
He realizes he hasn’t discussed safety procedures 
with his supervisor. Are his safety glasses adequate, 

or does he need to 
wear glasses with side 
shields? Should he wear 
steel-tipped shoes and 
a hard hat? And what 
should his priority be—
testing the raw materials 
for purity or testing 
samples of the finished 
product that’s ready to 

be shipped? He realizes that he doesn’t even know 
how many samples he should test. Girish needs to 
ask a few questions.

✓  Read the annual report from cover to cover.
✓  Read the employee manual and any other lists of policies and procedures.
✓  Learn everything you can about your company’s products, services, and values.
✓  Read press releases about the company. It’s a great way to learn your company’s values.
✓  Study an organizational chart. Learn how your position fits into the scheme of things.
✓  Read your company’s mission statement. What is the company’s vision? Where does the 

company want to be at the end of this year? In ten years?
✓  Learn who your company’s main competitors are and whether they compete based on price, 

services, or other factors.
✓  Observe employees your supervisor admires. Who gets things done? Strive to emulate those people.
✓  Ask questions. Keep your eyes and ears open.

How to Learn About Your Company
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Ideally, your supervisor will schedule a meeting 
with you on your first day to discuss your specific 
job responsibilities and what he or she expects from 
you. Some supervisors, however, introduce new 
employees to their coworkers, give them a few forms 
to fill out and material to read, and then leave them 
on their own. 

If that happens to you, take 
initiative. Knock on your supervisor’s 
office door and ask if you may have 
a few minutes to discuss your job. 
Remember this caution, however; 
your supervisor may have given only 
brief instructions because he or she 
is involved in a complex project or 
trying to meet a fast-approaching 
deadline. Observe your supervisor’s 
body language and manner, and delay 
interrupting if the timing seems off.

Here are a few questions to ask:
♦ What are my specific job 

responsibilities?
♦ What tasks do you consider most 

important?
♦ How does my job fit into the work of the 

department? The company?
♦ What are your expectations for me in this  

job? What short-term and long-term goals 
would you like me to achieve?

♦ How should I report my progress to you?  
In writing or verbally? How often?

♦ What time should I arrive for work?  
When is quitting time? Is lunch taken  
at a specific time?

♦ Am I expected to work evenings or weekends?
♦ What tasks will I perform by myself? Which 

will I perform with others? How much 
supervision and direction will I receive?  
Who should I ask when I have questions?

♦ How much authority do I have? 
♦ What’s the procedure for obtaining supplies, 

and where are supplies kept?
♦ What specific office policies should I know?
♦ When and how will my performance be 

evaluated? 
♦ Is an employee handbook available?

Remember that every company does things 
differently. Even if procedures you learned in a 
previous job worked well, you’ll probably have to 
learn new procedures in your current job. Your 
employer will expect you to follow the department’s 
and company’s rules, policies, and procedures. 
That’s where a handbook comes in handy.
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Learn About the Company’s Culture
Just as people have a culture, companies do also. 
A company’s culture is the set of behaviors and 
unspoken rules that define how things get done.  
It can be thought of as the company’s personality.  
To succeed in the company, you must work within 
its culture. 

You can learn valuable information about your 
company’s culture by watching how people interact. 
For example, how casual is the relationship between 
coworkers and between employees and supervisors? 
Is the work atmosphere formal or informal? 

If you watch how things are done in your 
company, you’ll see who really has control and 
whether there is an informal or formal chain 
of authority that you must not overstep. You’ll 
see whether coworkers discuss their work with 
one another and offer suggestions, or whether 
everyone works independently. You’ll become 

aware of when it is appropriate to ask questions 
and how you should address the company’s top 
brass. Knowing and following the unspoken rules 
is just as important as adhering to the policies and 
procedures in the employee manual.

Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

You can see a lot  
by observing.

— Yogi Berra

American baseball player,  
coach, and manager

Did you know?
Companies keep a sharp eye on their culture so it matches the philosophy the company communicates. 
Read about the culture the following international giants proudly describe.

Zappos, the online clothing and shoe shop based in Las Vegas, NV, and now owed by Amazon, 
takes pleasure in saying, “Your culture is your brand!” Zappos Website describes its culture as “fun and 
weird,” one that improves employee engagement, increases productivity, promotes brand loyalty and 
enhances financial performs. 

Nike, with its iconic “swoosh,” is deeply associated with athletes and sports and is admired as a 
digital innovator. Its culture is devoted to building an extremely committed workforce. A visiting journalist 
quickly learned that “employees can quote the company’s principles like the Ten Commandments.” 
Employees are given a set of instructions, rules and expectations on how to do their jobs, and guidance                                                                        
for their relationships with customers and coworkers.

Google’s long-time history for topping Fortune 100’s “Best Companies to Work for” protects its 
employee-focused culture, with afternoon volleyball breaks, bowling alleys, chef-prepared food, and  
cut-rate haircuts. The true formula  of Google’s success lies in its intangible culture that adheres to hiring 
the best and the brightest, creating a democratic atmosphere, promoting a clear mission and values 
(Why do you do what you do?), and establishing an environment where everything is up to debate.
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Become a Cultural Sleuth
Think about a company you know well. This may be one where you work or one where a relative works. It can 
even be a store where you frequently shop. What clues can you discover about the company’s culture through 
careful observation? Briefly describe each of the following aspects of culture, then decide whether you would  
feel comfortable working at this company.

Architecture and decorations of building and offices: ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Interactions between employees: _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Interactions between supervisors and employees: _______________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

How employees dress: ______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Formality of procedures: ____________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Value given to employee opinions: ____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Hours worked by employees: ________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

A C T I V I T Y  1 . 2
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Dress and Act 
Professionally
Amelia’s company has a casual dress code, and 
Amelia arrives at work one day in her typical 
attire—jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers. Around 
10 o’clock her phone rings. It’s her supervisor, 
who would like Amelia 
to discuss her current 
project in a meeting 
with the company’s top 
executives. Amelia is 
elated. She’s hoped for an 
opportunity to show her 
work to the upper-level 
managers. She’s got her 
eyes on a management 
position someday. As she 
walks to the meeting, 
Amelia catches a glimpse 
of her reflection in a window. “Oh, no,” she thinks. 
“How will I impress anyone when I’m dressed  
like this?”

Amelia’s dilemma is surprisingly common. 
Many companies have adopted casual days,  
usually Fridays, when employees can “dress down.” 
Yet, casual dress will not impress many clients 
or company executives. In fact, 39 percent of the 
managers of America’s largest companies believe 
their employees dress inappropriately on casual 
days, according to a recent survey by the temporary 
staffing service Accountemps. Experts in business 
etiquette suggest that employees dress to fit within 
the company culture. However, if a promotion is 
important to you, dress the way your supervisor does.

If your job involves visits with clients at their 
work sites, attempt to determine appropriate dress 
for that company before visiting. You can simply ask 
during a phone conversation what dress is typical. 
Be aware, however, that the word “casual” means 
different things in different companies. At some 
workplaces, casual means sports jackets instead  

of suits. In others, it 
means slacks, and in 
still others it can mean 
shorts. Ask questions to 
clarify the type of dress  
if you are uncertain  
what “casual” means. 

Perhaps the best 
advice for you is to  
dress professionally, 
make sure your 
clothes are clean and 
pressed, and be well 

groomed. “The operative word in ‘business casual’ 
is business—what you wear has an impact on how 
you’re perceived at work and continues to play a  
role in career advancement,” says Max Messmer,  
the chairperson of Accountemps.

No matter how talented  
you are, your talent will fail you  

if you’re not skilled. Skill is 
achievement through practice.  

Work hard and dedicate yourself  
to being better every single day.

— Will SMith

Actor



Quick Skills Series: What Your Employer Expects 15 Workshop 1: Start Out Strong

How you act at work also affects others’ 
perceptions of you. From your first day on the job, 
behave professionally around coworkers, superiors, 
and customers. Realize that people judge you by the 
way you act. They will remember the one time you 
allow yourself to make an inappropriate comment or 
engage in unprofessional behavior. 

When you go the extra mile at work, you open up 
new opportunities. Here are some suggestions to help 
you show professionalism:

Do
♦ Respect company policies.
♦ Treat company property with care  

and respect.
♦ Pay attention and stay on top of  

company information.
♦ Be energetic and enthusiastic.
♦ Be honest. Always tell the truth.
♦ Be dependable and trustworthy.  

Show up for work every day. Do what  
you say you’ll do.

♦ Treat others with respect and courtesy.
♦ Think things through.
♦ Make sound, mature decisions.
♦ Be positive.
♦ Excel at communication. Speak clearly,  

and use good grammar. 
♦ Dress for success.
♦ Listen without interrupting.  

Acknowledge that you’ve  
heard the speaker.

Don’t
♦ Misuse your company’s time or resources.
♦ Avoid new challenges.
♦ Be unprepared for daily tasks.
♦ Do anything that violates your personal values.
♦ Criticize your boss or company.
♦ Swear at work.
♦ Gossip about your coworkers or supervisor.
♦ Spread rumors.
♦ Become involved in company politics.
♦ Underestimate the importance of good 

hygiene and grooming.
♦ Overuse makeup and body jewelry.

Dress for the job you want,  
not for the job you have.

— John t. MolloY

Author, Dress for Success
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What Would You Do?
It’s a casual-dress Friday, and you’re going out after work with several of your coworkers. You want to feel 
comfortable and dress casually. You know your friends will wear jeans. Yet, you have a lunch meeting with an 
important, older client, who always dresses conservatively and professionally. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

At the coffee machine, several of your coworkers are complaining about something your supervisor has just done. 
You disagree with your supervisor’s actions, but for different reasons than those you hear. Should you stay and 
offer your opinion or walk away from the conversation? Why?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

You’re having lunch with a coworker at a cafe a short walk from your office. It’s Friday, the day of your weekly 
departmental meeting. The meeting begins at 1 p.m. sharp. You realize it’s 12:45 and comment that you’d better 
hurry back to the office. Your coworker says he wants to get dessert. “No one will mind if we’re a few minutes 
late,” he says. “We never get anything done at the beginning of the meeting, anyway.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

A C T I V I T Y  1 . 3
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WORKSHOP WRAP-UP

● No job is beneath you. Every job provides opportunities to learn and sharpen your skills.
● As you start a new job, your employer will expect you to show competence in math  

and literacy.
● You’ll also be expected to work hard and smart.
● Don’t wait to be told what to do; when you finish a task, suggest or begin another one.
● Take the time to learn what, exactly, your boss expects of you and how your job fits into 

the company’s vision.
● Dressing casually may not be the wisest decision. Always strive to dress and act 

professionally.

GETTING CONNECTED

To learn more about the topics in this workshop, visit the 
 Websites listed below. What similarities do you see in the advice that is provided?

https://myqss.link/Work-Advice

https://myqss.link/Work-Ethics

https://myqss.link/Building-A-Reputation
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