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The Field

Chemical technicians work with chemists and chemical
engineers, developing and using chemicals and related
products and equipment. Generally, there are two types of
chemical technicians: research technicians who work in
experimental laboratories and process control technicians who
work in manufacturing or other industrial plants. Many
chemical technicians working in research and development
conduct a variety of laboratory procedures, from routine
process control to complex research projects. For example,
they may collect and analyze samples of air and water to
monitor pollution levels, or they may produce compounds
through complex organic synthesis. Most process technicians
work in manufacturing, testing packaging for design, integrity
of materials, and environmental acceptability. Often, process technicians who work in plants
focus on quality assurance, monitoring product quality or production processes and developing
new production techniques. A few work in shipping to provide technical support and expertise.

Preparation

Most science technicians need an associate degree or a
certificate in applied science or science-related technology.
Many employers prefer applicants who have at least 2 years of g
specialized training or an associate degree in applied science |
or science-related technology. Because employers’ _
preferences vary, however, some chemical technicians have a
bachelor’s degree in chemistry or have completed several
science and math courses at a 4-year college.

Chemical technician positions in research and development

also often have a bachelor’s degree, but most chemical process technicians have a 2-year
degree instead, usually an associate degree in process technology. In some cases, a high
school diploma is sufficient. These workers usually receive additional on-the-job training.
Entry-level workers whose college training encompasses extensive hands-on experience with
a variety of diagnostic laboratory equipment generally require less on-the-job training.
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Many technical and community colleges offer associate degrees ina |\
specific technology or more general education in science and

mathematics. A number of associate degree programs are designed
to provide easy transfer to bachelor’'s degree programs at colleges or
universities.

Some schools offer cooperative-education or internship programs,
allowing students the opportunity to work at a local company or some |
other workplace while attending classes during alternate terms. -
Participation in such programs can significantly enhance a student’s
employment prospects.

Precollege Prep

People interested in careers as science technicians should take as
many high school science and math courses as possible. Science courses taken beyond high
school, in an associate or bachelor’s degree program, should be laboratory oriented, with an
emphasis on bench skills. A solid background in applied chemistry, physics, and math is vital.

Other Skills

Communication skills are important because technicians are often required to report their
findings both orally and in writing. In addition, technicians should be able to work well with
others. Because computers often are used in research and development laboratories,
technicians should also have strong computer skills, especially in computer modeling.
Organizational ability, an eye for detail, and skill in interpreting scientific results are important
as well, as are a high mechanical aptitude, attention to detail, and analytical thinking.

Technicians usually begin work as trainees in routine positions under the direct supervision of
a scientist or a more experienced technician. As they gain experience, technicians take on
more responsibility and carry out assignments under only general supervision, and some
eventually become supervisors. However, technicians employed at universities often have job
prospects tied to those of particular professors; when those professors retire or leave, these
technicians face uncertain employment prospects.

Day in the Life

Science technicians work under a wide variety of conditions. Most work
indoors, usually in laboratories, and have regular hours. Some
occasionally work irregular hours to monitor experiments that cannot be
completed during regular working hours. Production technicians often
work in 8-hour shifts around the clock. Advances in automation and
information technology require technicians to operate more sophisticated
laboratory equipment. Science technicians make extensive use of
computers, electronic measuring equipment, and traditional experimental
apparatus. Some science technicians may be exposed to hazards from
equipment, chemicals, or toxic materials. Chemical technicians
sometimes work with toxic chemicals or radioactive isotopes.
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Earnings

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the median hourly earnings of chemical
technicians is about $18.87 per hour.

Employment

Chemical technicians hold about 61,000 jobs in the United
States. This is one of the largest specialty areas of all science
technicians.

Chemical technicians hold jobs in a wide range of
manufacturing and service-providing industries. About 39
percent work in chemical manufacturing and another 30
percent work in professional, scientific, or technical services
firms.

Career Path Forecast

Employment of science technicians varies by specialty. Job
opportunities are expected to be best for graduates of applied
science technology programs who are well trained on
equipment used in laboratories or production facilities.

Job growth for chemical technicians is projected to grow more
slowly than the average during the 2006-16 decade. The
chemical manufacturing industry, except pharmaceutical and
medicine manufacturing, is anticipated to experience a decline
in overall employment as companies downsize and turn to
outside contractors to provide specialized services. Some of
these contractors will be in other countries with lower average
wages, further limiting employment growth. An increasing
focus on quality assurance will require a greater number of process technicians, however,
stimulating demand for these workers.

However, many openings should arise from the need to replace technicians who retire or leave
the labor force for other reasons. Job opportunities are expected to be best for graduates of
applied science technology programs who are well trained on equipment used in laboratories
or production facilities. As the instrumentation and techniques used in industrial research,
development, and production become increasingly more complex, employers will seek
individuals with highly developed technical skills. Good communication skills are also
increasingly sought by employers.
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Professional Organizations

Professional societies provide an excellent means of keeping
current and in touch with other professionals in the field. These
groups can play a key role in your development and keep you
abreast of what is happening in your field. Associations promote
the interests of their members and provide a network of contacts
that can help you find jobs and move your career forward. They
can offer a variety of services including job referral services,
continuing education courses, insurance, travel benefits,
periodicals, and meeting and conference opportunities. The
following is a patrtial list of professional associations serving
chemical technicians.

P American Chemical Society (www.acs.org)
P American Chemistry Council (www.americanchemistry.com)
P International Council of Chemical Associations (www.icca-chem.org)
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