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“We should be careful to get out of an experience only the wisdom that is in it and stop there; lest we be like the cat that sits down on a hot stove-lid.  She will never sit down on a hot stove-lid again, and that is well; but also she will never sit down on a cold one anymore.”  Mark Twain

So what does this anecdote have to do with the job search?  Well, it is obvious that the cat has had some experience that changed its behavior, but it does not appear that the cat learned!  When preparing for the job search, it is assumed that you have had some experience, you have been alive; but did you learn anything?

Every career counseling service preaches the need to analyze your skills and abilities.  There is the usual recommendation that you list your training, education, special skills, and abilities.  That is all well and good, but did you learn anything?  Let me suggest two additional steps to the self-analysis exercise:  (1) Analyze and evaluate all the elements of each experience - establish what you learned from each event – how did your job contribute to the over all success of the organization?  (2) Be prepared to explain how this knowledge will help you in your prospective job.

Start this analysis with an outline of your training and education.  Leave a lot of space under each entry.  Now, what did you truly learn?  What did you learn about the subject?  What did you observe about your own learning process and the learning styles of those around you? What did you learn about instructional styles and effectiveness?  Did the physical or emotional climate of the class have an effect on learning?  Analyze and evaluate all the elements of each experience and determine, not just what you learned, but how this knowledge makes you a better employee.

Next, do the same thing with each work experience you have had.  What did you learn about people, customers, colleagues, management, and management styles?  What mistakes were made and what was learned from each mistake?  What did you discover about yourself during this experience? Strengths? Weaknesses? (You have to be honest or it will not work.)  Again, focus on how to apply this knowledge to the next job. This is not a short exercise.  In fact, you hope it takes up lots of pages! Why? Because it is an examination of your ability to learn, it should not be a short story.

After you finish, what have you got?  You should end up with an understanding of not only your skills and abilities, but also the value of your experience.  No, this is not your resume; it is your understanding of how you function with others, how you grow and how you overcome.  Every item in your resume takes on the greater importance of ‘knowledge accumulated’, as well as ‘actions accomplished’.   Additionally, it should help you explain the value you bring to the new organization, which will be especially helpful during the interview process.  

Some of the hardest questions a job seeker faces during an interview are the ones related to mistakes you have made or weaknesses you possess.  If you’ve done your homework, you will be able to tell the manager what you have learned from your weaknesses and what you were able to learn from them. It also proves your ability to evaluate shortcomings, grow and improve in the worst situations. 

Like the cat, we have all had experiences that modified our behavior.  But unlike the cat, we have the ability to evaluate each experience and learn from it.  The cat learned to avoid a potential hazard without gaining total understanding.  Successful humans must have the ability to analyze, problem-solve and put in to action the knowledge they have gained from each experience. 

