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Talking Points

Upgraded Microsoft Office
Enables Collaboration
Microsoft began shipping Office 2016
in late September, an overhaul of the
software suite which offers apps like
Word, PowerPoint, Excel, OneNote
and Outlook. The most prominent
changes are designed to improve
how the software is used by groups
of people to collaborate. Office 2016
also signals a push toward delivering
the software as a continuing service
to consumers, a model toward which
Microsoft has been shifting its entire
business. More than a billion people
use Office.

Shopping Ads on YouTube
YouTube said it would introduce
shopping ads on its videos that let
viewers go directly to retailers’
websites and buy products featured
in the clips. It also allows advertisers
to show links to products within their
own videos. But the service, which
YouTube announced September 28,
would place product ads on any vid-
eo on the site, like product reviews
uploaded by amateur reviewers,
provided the clip’s owner opts in.

Mergers Tally $3.19 Trillion
Merger volume has surged so
far in 2015, reaching levels just 2
percent below 2007’s record levels.
Through September, $3.19 trillion in
deals were announced. Many of the
transactions were worth more than
$10 billion, making up 36.5 percent of
the total, the data shows. Energy has
been the top industry by value, as
companies sought strength in consol-
idation as the price of commodities
plummeted. There was also a slew of
health care transactions, especially
in insurance and pharmaceuticals.

Tesla Unveils $132,000 SUV
Tesla Motors is delivering its first
sport utility vehicles, adding a
second model to its lineup as it seeks
to attract more buyers to its electric
vehicles. The new luxury crossover
is Tesla’s third vehicle, after the
company stopped production of its
first car, the Roadster. Prices for the
Model X, which was supposed to
be delivered in 2013, start around
$132,000. The project was delayed by
the vehicle’s complexity and produc-
tion challenges.

“I’m the least experienced person
on my engineering team at Google,”
Kelly Marchisio, a computer pro-
grammer, said.

Ms. Marchisio, 25, was not as-
suming false modesty. Like many
Googlers, she has an enviable ac-
ademic background, including a
master’s degree from Harvard. But
her degree had to do with the inter-
actions between neuroscience and
teaching, a field far removed from
software engineering. In 2013, Goo-
gle hired Ms. Marchisio as a cus-
tomer service representative.

What she really wanted to do was
code. But how does someone move
from customer service to coding as
an occupation?

Economists and technologists
agree that in the future, just about
everyone’s job will involve more
technology. Many local and online
schools have popped up to teach
people how to code. Some, like Co-
decademy, are free, while others
can cost tens of thousands of dol-
lars. Some offer personalized coach-
ing, while others leave students to
figure things out on their own.

Now Udacity, a four-year-old on-
line teaching start-up, believes that
it has hit on a model of vocational
training that can be scaled up to
teach millions of people technical
skills. Udacity’s founder, Sebastian
Thrun, a specialist in artificial intel-
ligence at Stanford University, said
that the “nanodegree” program that
the firm created last year will result
in lower education costs and wider
accessibility.

Early data suggests the program

is efficient and results in new jobs
— including for Ms. Marchisio, who
began working as a software devel-
oper at Google after taking Udaci-
ty’s “full-stack developer” course.

Last year, Udacity partnered with
technology companies to create on-
line courses geared toward teach-
ing a set of discrete, highly prized
technical skills — including mobile
programming, data analysis and
web development. Students who
complete the courses are awarded
the nanodegree, a credential that
Udacity has worked with Google,
AT&T and other companies to turn
into a new form of workplace certi-
fication.

“We can’t turn you into a Nobel
laureate,” Mr. Thrun said. “But what
we can do is something like upskill-
ing — you’re a smart person, but the
skills you have are inadequate for
the current job market, or don’t let
you get the job you aspire to have.
We can help you get those skills.”

Computers have long been held up
as a magic bullet for learning, and
they’ve constantly failed to deliver;
higher education has only become
more expensive and less accessible.
Udacity itself has been beached on
the shores of unrealized optimism.
In 2011, Mr. Thrun founded Udacity
as one of the first for-profit MOOCs
— “massive open online courses.”
The idea that MOOCs would pose
a threat to the elite universities
gained cultural cachet.

“Nothing has more potential to
lift more people out of poverty,”
Thomas L. Friedman, the New York
Times columnist, wrote in 2013.

Actually, that didn’t happen. Mr.
Thrun now says that in its first in-
carnation as a MOOC that tried to
offer students a broad, general-pur-
pose education, Udacity attracted
many people to its classes, but just
about everyone failed to complete
the work. So in 2013, Mr. Thrun be-
gan reimagining Udacity as a vo-
cational school that offered highly

structured lessons to help people
find jobs.

Mr. Thrun says he believes peri-
odic vocational training will become
increasingly important in the job
market. “It’s a mistake to think that
a single college education can carry
you for a lifetime,” he said. “To keep
pace with change, your education
has to be done throughout your life.”

So far, Udacity’s new model shows
a glimmer of success. A year after
the program’s start, the company
has 10,000 students enrolled, and
the number is growing by a third
every month. Udacity charges $200
a month for the courses. When they
complete a course, Udacity gives
back half the tuition. The company
says that a typical student will earn
a nanodegree in about five months
— in other words, for around $500.

So far, Udacity estimates the
graduation rate to be about 25 per-

cent. Thousands of workers have
earned degrees, and hundreds have
found new jobs as a result.

Mr. Thrun attributes part of the
success to the course material,
which was developed in conjunction
with companies to teach skills that
they look for in employees. For in-
stance, Udacity’s Android course is
staffed by instructors from Google,
which developed the mobile oper-
ating system. Udacity’s model also
a puts a premium on one-on-one
coaching, mentorship, career coun-
seling and job-interviewing skills.

The absence of human interaction
has long bedeviled online educa-
tion, but Mr. Thrun has found a way
to offer personalized teaching sys-
tems on a wide scale while keeping
costs low. He does so using a proven
Internet trick — online outsourcing.
Udacity has a network of paid grad-
ers across the world who are well
versed in each of its courses; when
students submit their projects, one
of these graders assesses it, includ-
ing detailed comments about the
student’s progress. The graders can
earn $50 to $100 an hour.

Mr. Thrun said Udacity achieved
profitability in July. He said the
start-up had since decided to push
its profits back into developing
more coursework.

Several students described Udac-
ity as life-changing. Dan Haddigan,
28, who graduated from art school,
contemplated going back to gradu-
ate school for art, but heard about
Udacity and decided coding was
more practical. The nanodegree
was challenging. But Mr. Haddigan
said the work proved rewarding.

After finishing his degree, he
found a listing for a job at IntuitSo-
lutions, a web development agency.
He hesitated in applying. “I thought,
who am I?,” he said. “I just took an
online course and I’m applying for
these full-time jobs. They’re going
to laugh me out of the interview.”

They didn’t. He got the job.
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Udacity’s online courses
can be completed in
months, not years.

A Tech Program for the Masses
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Companies are becoming more
generous with family-friendly ben-
efits, but in many cases they have a
catch. They are awarded not to all
parents of young children, but to so-
called primary caregivers who may
get much longer leaves and other
benefits and are usually women.

Yet in families where both parents
plan to work full time and share
child-rearing responsibilities, the
designation can end up enforcing
traditional gender roles. That can
potentially hurt women’s careers.

“I’ve never liked the notion of
primary caregiver, because it does
force families to choose,” said Ellen
Galinsky, president and co-founder
of the Families and Work Institute,
a research group. “It’s defining gen-
der roles when in reality men are
being much more involved.”

At Nestlé, primary caregivers get
26 weeks off, 14 of them paid, while
those who are not primary caregiv-
ers receive two weeks, one of which
is paid. At Accenture, women who
give birth get 16 weeks of leave,
other primary caregivers get eight
weeks, and secondary caregivers
get two weeks.

The notion of a primary caregiver

originally appeared in family leave
policy to prevent people from abus-
ing the benefits by taking leave but
not actually caring for children. It
has become popular more recently
as a way to recognize same-sex par-
ents, adoptive parents and families
where the father stays home. Moth-
ers who give birth also need time to
recover, and if they are breast-feed-
ing, they have primary responsibil-

ity early on. And companies cannot
necessarily afford to extend gener-
ous benefits to all new parents.

Yet the notion can have unintend-
ed consequences. Social science re-
search has shown that parents who
use formal benefits and are seen as
performing a primary parenting
role are penalized with lower pay
and fewer promotions.

Some researchers say one way
to decrease these penalties is to
make family-oriented policies gen-
der-neutral and apply them to all
parents.

Some companies ask new parents
to make the primary and second-
ary distinction even after a return

to work. A new policy at Accenture
allows primary caregivers to for-
go travel for the first year of their
child’s life.

“Our people really helped us
shape this, and people view one
person as having primary responsi-
bility even if they share responsibil-
ities,” said Ellyn Shook, Accenture’s
chief human resources officer.

Ms. Galinsky acknowledged that
responsibilities were rarely com-
pletely equal but said that parents
needed flexibility.

“I’ve never believed in 50/50,
because 50/50 is probably no one’s
real life,” she said. “It’s a seesaw. It
goes back and forth.”
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parents who take leave
are paid less and get
fewer promotions.

Parental Benefits Where One Parent May Count for More
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Coding Skills on the Cheap
The online teaching start-up, Udacity,
offers courses that quickly provide
marketable technical skills.

10,000
Number of students enrolled in
company’s nanodegree courses.

$200
Monthly cost of courses. Most
students will earn a degree in five
months, and the company will refund
half the price.

$500
What students typically spend to earn
a nanodegree in 5 months.

$35 Million
Amount the company raised from
investors last year.
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