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Ranking first in 10-year GDP growth and ninth in job growth, Washington stands tall amongst leading state 
economies. This success is a testament to the breadth and depth of Washington’s private-sector employers 
and its skilled workforce. The future could be even brighter.

Washington state job growth from 2023 to 2032 is projected at 12.8%, a rate that will eclipse the projected 
national average of 2.8%. Emerging trends in clean technology, semiconductors, and infrastructure could push 
this figure to nearly 16%. During that period, Washington will see an estimated 
1.5 million+ job openings (including net new openings and jobs that come open 
due to retirements), offering economic mobility for current workers and opening 
doors for the next generation.
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Skill Up For Our Future:
Executive Summary 

75%
OF 1.5 MILLION+ 

BACHELOR’S 
DEGREES WILL OPEN 

THE MOST DOORS

 JOB OPENINGS 
WILL REQUIRE 

POSTSECONDARY 
CREDENTIALS

 301,000

228,000

67,000      

	 ≈ 600,000 credentialed workers

PROJECTED SHORTFALL 
OVER NEXT DECADE

workers with bachelor’s 
and advanced degrees

with associate degrees

�with certifications, apprenticeships, 
and other training credentials

The coming years will present unparalleled opportunities for skilled workers, 
as 75% of all job openings require postsecondary credentials such as degrees, 
apprenticeships, and industry-aligned certificates and licenses. Bachelor’s and 
advanced degrees will be in highest demand—necessary for 45% of job openings—
and will continue to offer workers the greatest long-term wage premiums. 

Although opportunity is on the horizon, Washington is not on pace to meet the 
moment. The state’s education and training systems are not producing new talent 
at the volume and with the skills needed to sustain Washington’s projected growth. 

Even if Washington continues to attract skilled talent from outside the state at the rate it has in the recent past, 
it still faces a projected shortfall of nearly 600,000 credentialed workers over the decade, including a deficit 
of 301,000 workers with bachelor’s and advanced degrees, 67,000 with associate degrees, and 228,000 with 
certifications, apprenticeships, and other training credentials. Add to that, an oversupply of uncredentialed 
workers—those with a high school diploma or less—could economically sideline more than a quarter million 
adults who will be competing for a smaller pool of opportunities, leaving them unable to access living-wage jobs.

Washington’s education and training 
systems must evolve to boost demand and 
enrollment in credential programs and to 
support significantly more students and 
adults through credential completion and 
career transitions. Efforts should prioritize 
pathways to jobs that benefit workers, 
meet employer needs, and maximize 
Washington’s economic potential. A focus 
on high-demand career clusters and 
ongoing collaboration between educators, 
employers, and policymakers is essential.



Launch an “all of the above” effort to increase bachelor’s degree 
production. This includes strategies to fill open capacity at baccalaureate 
institutions, expand applied bachelor’s programs and direct transfers 
from community and technical colleges, and tap into new bachelor’s 
degree capacity. Guaranteed admissions programs, continued student 
financial aid resources, direct transfer agreements, and quality advising 
are important levers to streamlining postsecondary enrollment and 
supporting persistence to a degree. 

�Promote high-value credentials at Washington’s 
community and technical colleges. Prioritize 
enrollment and completion of credentials that 
have high labor market value, including transfer 
associate degrees, applied bachelor’s degrees, 
apprenticeships, and specific professional/
technical associate degrees and stackable 
credentials in high-demand occupations.

�Focus training and credential production on 
occupations of highest need. Prioritize training 
and credential pathways connected to high-
demand career clusters and occupations 
that support worker economic mobility, are 
unlikely to be automated, fill critical workforce 
shortages, and have a multiplicative impact 
on the economy by building the infrastructure 
necessary to keep our communities running. 

�Support employer-led training. Support employers in taking a more direct role in workforce development 
by guiding training systems on labor market needs, informing curriculum and credential pathway 
development, and leveraging the Career Connect Washington (CCW) initiative to create high-value 
learning that combines hands-on work experiences with rigorous academic and technical education.

 
�Leverage K-12 education. Washington should provide students with opportunities to jump-start their 
postsecondary education while in high school. This starts by ensuring high school graduation requirements 
align with career and college readiness. It must also include opportunities for students to earn college 
credits and industry-valued credentials while in high school.
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Summary Recommendations 
Washington state 
needs an 
‘all of the above’ 
effort  to support 
more students 
on pathways to 
bachelor’s degrees.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Methodological Approach

Research Stages

This research analyzed Washington’s labor market needs, assessed future workforce requirements, and 
provides actionable education and training strategy recommendations. We began by reviewing existing 
work from the Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce and the Washington Student Achievement 
Council to inform our research methods and analyses. We pulled data from national and local labor and 
education sources, including the Washington Employment Security Department, Education Research and Data 
Center, State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bureau of Economic 
Analysis, National Center for Education Statistics, and U.S. Census Bureau. We pressure-tested findings with 
stakeholders and content area experts to shape education and talent strategy recommendations.

Stage 1: �	�Current State of Washington’s Economy. We examined the evolution of Washington’s economy 
and the major characteristics expected to affect it over the next decade.

Stage 2:	� Labor Market Demand Projection. We analyzed economic forecasts and emerging trends to 
determine the types of jobs that will be available.

Stage 3: �	�Analysis of Credential Requirements and Talent Gaps. We identified the credentials needed to 
fill projected labor market demand. This involved defining:

Job Openings (Demand): 
Positions arising from job growth and 
retirement, excluding occupation-to-
occupation transfers to provide a clearer 
picture of new labor demands without 
muddying the data with workforce churn.

Stage 4: 	�Priority Job Clusters. We identified industry clusters with high concentrations of job 
openings and the greatest potential to affect Washington’s economic success. 
We evaluated economic data to identify job clusters that are:

•  Good for Workers: Jobs that offer a living wage, economic mobility, and are less likely to be
affected by AI or automation.

•  Good for Employers: Jobs that meet critical employer needs because these occupations
are in-demand, growing, or hard to source (e.g., changing skill needs, high number of
expected retirements).

•  Good for Washington: Jobs that have a multiplicative impact on the economy by building
infrastructure that is critical to keeping our communities running.

Stage 5: �	�Strategy Development. We engaged stakeholders and content area experts to validate 
findings and shape recommendations. This included consultations with educators, employers, 
and policymakers.

Available Workers (Supply): 
Washingtonians entering the workforce 
for the first time and in-migration from 
other states and nations, assuming in-
migration continues at recent levels.

https://cew.georgetown.edu/
https://wsac.wa.gov/
https://wsac.wa.gov/
https://esd.wa.gov/
https://www.sbctc.edu/
https://erdc.wa.gov/
https://erdc.wa.gov/
https://www.bls.gov/
https://www.bea.gov/
https://www.bea.gov/
https://nces.ed.gov/
https://www.census.gov/
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Washington Roundtable and Partnership for Learning committed to a long-term effort to unite the state’s 
education, business, government, and nonprofit sectors in support of this goal. Together, we worked to remove 
barriers for students. Examples include increasing access to financial aid, building Guided Pathways at 
community and technical colleges, and expanding access to dual credit programs for high school students. 
These and other efforts helped support improvements in high school graduation, postsecondary completion, 
and credential attainment rates. However, the pandemic dealt a blow to progress overall. 

Postsecondary enrollment rates plummeted from 2019 to 2022. As a result, the projected credential attainment 
rate for Washington students slid back to 40%. Postsecondary enrollment started to show signs of recovery 
in 2023, thanks to gains at the state’s community and technical colleges. However, according to the 
Washington Student Achievement Council, overall enrollment at the state’s public colleges and universities 
was still down 40,000 students in 2023 compared to 2019, a level far below what is needed to meet the 70% goal.

At the same time, Washington’s economy has 
been evolving rapidly. Advances in areas like 
advanced computing and clean technology, 
combined with workforce shortages and growth 
in industries such as the construction trades, 
healthcare, and education, are reshaping the 
job market. These changes are magnifying the 
demand for skilled workers with postsecondary 
credentials.

To best understand both the opportunity and 
the challenge ahead, Washington Roundtable 
and Partnership for Learning engaged 
Kinetic West to analyze the labor market in 
Washington state, assess future needs, and reexamine Washington’s education and talent strategies. Our analysis 
highlights jobs that are good for workers, good for employers, and good for Washington. It offers actionable 
strategies for aligning education pathways with workforce opportunities that support economic mobility.

Class of 
2006

Class of 
2009

Class of 
2015

Class of 
2017

Class of 
2019

Class of 
2021

Class of 
2030

Source: Kinetic West
OUR 

GOAL

WA STATE HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 
CREDENTIAL ATTAINMENT BY AGE 26

33%
36%

40% 41% 43%

40%

70%

Skill Up For Our Future: 
Background & Purpose
In 2016, Washington Roundtable set an ambitious goal: 
70% of Washington students will complete a postsecondary 
credential by age 26. This goal directly reflected the percentage 
of jobs that would require a degree, apprenticeship, certificate, 
or other industry-aligned credential. 

https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/Enrollment_Update_Fall_2023.pdf
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Current State of Washington’s Economy

Washington’s economy has been booming. In 2021, Washington ranked first among all states in percent of 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth over 10 years, a key indicator of the health of the state’s economy. During 
that same period, the state ranked ninth in job growth, generating more employment opportunities than 80% 
of states. Looking at a single year, in 2021, Washington was tenth in overall GDP and fourth in GDP per capita, 
an indicator of the economic well-being and standard of living of the average individual. Taken together, 
Washington’s economy rivals other standout states.

4th in GDP per capita (2021)

1st in 10-Year 
GDP Growth 
(2011-2021)

Washington 
Utah 
California 
Texas 
Colorado 
Idaho 
Florida 
Oregon 
Georgia 
Arizona 
South Carolina

48% 
45% 
42% 
36% 
36% 
35% 
34% 
31% 
30% 
27% 
27%

9th in 10-Year 
Job Growth 
(2012-2022)

32.9% 
32.4% 
32.1% 
28.2% 
25.4% 
23.9% 
22.9% 
21.8% 
21.3% 
20.7% 
20.6%

Utah 
Idaho 
Nevada 
Florida 
Arizona 
Texas 
Colorado 
Georgia 
Washington 
North Carolina 
South Carolina

0.223 
0.094 
0.091 
0.088 
0.085 
0.083 
0.082 
0.082 
0.078 
0.076 
0.075

District of Columbia 
New York 
Massachusetts 
Washington 
California 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
North Dakota 
Alaska 
Colorado 
Nebraska

Sources:  �BEA data prepared by Forbes (GDP growth); PEW Trust (Population growth); BLS data prepared by ASU (Job growth)

https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewdepietro/2022/05/17/us-gdp-by-state-and-fastest-growing-states-by-gdp-growth/?sh=588dceed5a72
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/05/17/southern-states-gain-residents-the-fastest
https://seidmaninstitute.com/job-growth/state/


Labor Market Demand Projection

At a base level, Washington is projected to add more than 500,000 jobs between 2023 and 2032. This projection 
represents a job growth rate of 12.8%, which is 4.5 times greater than the projected national average of 2.8%. 

Emerging trends in clean technology, semiconductors, and infrastructure are expected to create more than 
100,000 additional jobs on top of the base-case projection. This comes from state and local climate policies and 
federal funding (e.g., the CHIPS and Science Act, the Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, and the 
Inflation Reduction Act), making clean energy technologies more economically feasible and catalyzing growth 
in clean energy jobs. Funding from the CHIPS and Science Act and the Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act is also fueling economic growth in semiconductor production and infrastructure (transportation, 
broadband internet, clean water, energy, and environmental resilience).

An estimated 910,000 jobs will open due to retirements between 2023 and 2032. These openings will magnify the 
need for skilled workers, especially in sectors already facing shortages.

Altogether, 1.5 million+ projected job openings need to be filled to sustain Washington’s economy over the 
decade. Six industry clusters, in particular, will have a high concentration of openings, offer a living wage and 
opportunity for economic mobility for workers, fill critical shortages for employers, and have a multiplicative 
impact on Washington’s economy. These clusters are: advanced computing and technology, construction and 
skilled trades, healthcare, education, business and management, and clean technology.

Advances in artificial intelligence (AI), 
particularly generative AI, will have lasting 
economic impacts. AI is displacing jobs 
involving routine tasks, such as data 
entry and basic customer service, while 
creating jobs in fields like data analysis 
and machine learning. Research from 
Accenture suggests that AI could impact 
as much as 40% of all working hours, as it 
transforms jobs by automating repetitive 
tasks and opening capacity for workers 
to focus on more complex and creative 
activities. Ultimately, the net impact of AI 
on job growth or loss remains uncertain. 
Thus, our analysis considers it to have a 
net-neutral job impact.

Projected Job Gains 
between 2023-2032

CLEAN TECH

SEMICONDUCTORS

INFRASTRUCTURE

~43,000 JOBS GAINED

~2,400 JOBS GAINED

~72,000 JOBS GAINED

+12.8%

+15.7%

4,069,831 

4,707,095

2023 2032
Sources: �WA ESD, Net-Zero Northwest, World Economic Forum, 

Semiconductor Industry Association, Georgetown CEW, 
Moody’s Analytics PAGE 8

https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/Projections2031-National-Report.pdf
https://esd.wa.gov/labormarketinfo/projections
https://www.accenture.com/content/dam/accenture/final/accenture-com/document/Accenture-A-New-Era-of-Generative-AI-for-Everyone.pdf
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Analysis of Credential 
Requirements and Talent Gaps
National research from the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce (CEW) suggests 
that 72% of all jobs in Washington state will require some form of postsecondary education. Mapping credential 
requirements for all projected job openings in Washington state through 2032—including new jobs and those 
that come open due to retirements—indicates that an even higher percentage of open jobs, 75%, will require a 
postsecondary credential.

Another 20% of projected job openings (or 
313,000 jobs) will require apprenticeships, 
certificates, and other industry-aligned training 
credentials. Of those, 86,000 jobs can be filled 
through Washington’s current education and 
training systems and in-migration, leaving a 
shortage of 228,000 workers with these credentials. 

Workers with associate degrees represent the 
smallest gap in the projected workforce supply 
versus demand, with an anticipated shortage of 
67,000 workers with those credentials.

Workforce gaps in jobs that require postsecondary 
credentials are only part of the story. The estimated 
number of uncredentialed Washingtonians (those 
with a high school diploma or less) entering the 
labor force, along with in-migration, indicates that 
upwards of 639,000 uncredentialed workers will 
compete over a much smaller pool of jobs that 
do not require a credential, leaving more than a 
quarter million workers with few options.

Of the estimated 1.5 million+ job openings, the 
largest portion—45% (or 686,000 jobs)—will 
require at least a bachelor’s degree. Based on 
current and projected estimates for high school 
enrollment and postsecondary credential 
attainment, less than a third of those openings 
can be filled by Washingtonians entering the 
workforce for the first time. If future in-migration 
levels match those seen over the last decade, 
it can help close the gap, but not completely.

New WA Graduates

In-Migration

Openings

Projected 10-year job openings and 
talent projection in thousands 
(2023-2032)

686

385

-301

BACHELOR’S DEGREE & HIGHER
OPENINGS WORKERS

155
89

-67

ASSOCIATE DEGREE
OPENINGS WORKERS

313

86

-228

CERTIFICATIONS, 
APPRENTICESHIPS, & 

OTHER TRAINING

OPENINGS WORKERS

385

639+254

NON-CREDENTIALED
OPENINGS WORKERS

Source: Kinetic West analysis of public data

39%
45%

11%
10%

7% 6%

22% 20%

19%21%

72% 75%

OVERALL JOBS JOB OPENINGS

Bachelor’s degree and higher

Associate degree

Certificates, Certifications, 
Apprenticeship, Other Training

High school diploma or equivalent

Less than high school diploma

Sources: Georgetown CEW, 
US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Kinetic West

https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/Projections2031-National-Report.pdf
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• �Tap into new credential production capacity. This can be done by increasing the in-state reach of
high-quality national online universities, particularly universities that produce comparable student
outcomes, such as graduation rates, to Washington’s regional colleges and universities. High-quality
online universities often have expertise in meeting the needs of non-traditional students, like working
adult returners, through flexible learning schedules and customized learning paths.

6-year direct from high school
undergraduate graduation rate 
at WA public 4-year institutions

58.6% 
National 
graduation rate 
for public 4-year 
institutions

2016-2017 cohort

47%
53%

61% 65%

81%

41%

Recommendations

Increase Bachelor’s Degree Production
Bachelor’s degrees will be required for 45% of job openings and offer the greatest long-term wage benefits 
for workers. They also represent the most significant credential attainment gap in Washington’s workforce. 
A system-wide “all of the above” effort is needed to:

• �Take advantage of existing open capacity at nearly all of Washington’s baccalaureate institutions,
particularly at regional, branch, and online campuses. This includes doubling down on strategies that
promote bachelor’s degree programs and removing barriers to enrollment. Guaranteed admissions
programs, continued student financial aid resources, dual credit programs, streamlined direct transfer
agreements between community and technical colleges and baccalaureate institutions, and quality
advising are key levers in these efforts.

• �Increase production of transfer associate and applied bachelor’s degrees at community and technical
colleges. All of Washington’s community and technical colleges offer applied bachelor’s degree
programs. For a program to be approved, there must be a demonstrated need from employers and the
community. Consequently, these programs are closely aligned with high-demand occupations. There
has been a 29% increase in the awarding of applied bachelor’s degrees over the last five years, but the
growth rate has not been steady. Continued promotion and expansion of these programs are vital, as is
the increased production of transfer associate degrees, which serve as a critical steppingstone toward
bachelor’s degree completion.

• ��Improve student outcomes once enrolled and decrease time to 
completion. Students transferring from a community or technical 
college to a Washington public baccalaureate institution have 
strong outcomes. Still, the average time for a transfer student to 
complete a bachelor’s degree is 2.5 years, and it’s longer for students 
from low-income backgrounds, averaging 2.8 years. The six-year 
graduation rate for high school graduates enrolling directly in 
Washington’s public baccalaureate institutions in 2016-17 was 67%. 

Lengthier time-to-degree decreases the likelihood of credential 
completion, which presents risks to personal, professional, and financial well-being and increases 
susceptibility to unemployment during economic downturns. Our state’s public institutions are pursuing 
completion strategies, including targeted wraparound supports, the use of predictive analytics, and 
improved advising. This work needs to continue, and more can be done. Additionally, a targeted focus 
on improving and streamlining the experience for transfer students is needed.

1.



Washington’s 34 community and technical colleges are vital in making higher education accessible 
statewide. Over time, the community and technical college system has been moving toward degree and 
credential programs better aligned with economic demands and jobs offering higher wage premiums. 
Case in point, applied bachelor’s degree and apprenticeship programs have grown over the last five years, 
while short-term certificate programs have declined. 

Community and technical colleges should continue to increase focus on delivering high-value 
credentials that meet labor market needs. This includes transfer associate degrees, applied bachelor’s 
degrees, apprenticeships, and professional/technical associate degrees and stackable credentials (i.e., 
industry-recognized credentials that can be accumulated over time to expand competencies, advance 
career opportunities, and earn living wages) in high-demand occupations that offer significant job 
openings and economic mobility. 

The type of credential matters. There will be significantly more job openings for workers with bachelor’s 
degrees, certificates, and apprenticeships than for terminal associate degrees. Apprenticeships and 
bachelor’s degrees will continue to offer the highest wage premiums. Washington students earning direct 
transfer associate degrees have strong outcomes when transferring to bachelor’s programs, with a 77% 
bachelor’s degree completion rate compared 
to the national average of 58%. 

The field of study is important, especially when 
it comes to terminal associate degrees and 
stackable credentials. High-demand fields, such 
as construction, manufacturing, healthcare, 
and other STEM fields offer the highest wage 
premiums, with nursing being a real standout. 
An applied associate degree in nursing allows 
students to sit for the NCLEX exam to become 
registered nurses. Professional/technical 
associate degree students with an RN focus have 
a post-graduation median annualized wage of 
nearly $86,000. By comparison, the living wage 
in Washington for a single working adult with no 
children is approximately $53,250 annually.

By focusing on higher-value credentials—those 
projected to offer significant numbers of job 
openings and wage premiums—community 
and technical colleges can better prepare 
students for the evolving job market, ensuring 
they have the skills to succeed in high-demand, 
well-paying careers.

Promote High-Value Credentials from 
Community and Technical Colleges

Post-graduation 
median annualized wages 
by career cluster 
(2021-2022)

2.

Sources: 
WA State Board for Community and Technical Colleges 
(After College Outcomes),

WA Employment Security Department 
(Job projections – separations method, OEWS) PAGE 11

$84,000

$85,500

NURSING

REGISTERED NURSES

ARCHITECT & CONSTRUCT			     $53,000
MANUFACTURING				      $52,100
SCIENCE, TECH, ENGINEERING & MATH		    $51,300
HEALTH TECH				      $51,200
LAW, PUBLIC SAFETY, CORRECTIONS & SECURITY	   $48,200
MARKETING, SALES & SERVICES		    $47,900
INFO TECH				      $46,200
BUSINESS MANAGEMENT & ADMIN		    $43,900 
TRANSPORTATION, DISTRIBUTION & LOGISTICS	   $43,500
HEALTH SERVICES				      $41,700
AGRICULTURE, FOOD & NATURAL RESOURCE	   $41,600
HUMAN SERVICES				      $41,100
HOSPITALITY & TOURISM			     $37,400
EDUCATION & TRAINING			     $35,400
ARTS, AUDIO/VISUAL & COMMUNICATIONS	   $29,900

LICENSES PRACTICAL/VOCATIONAL NURSES	    $59,700

https://www.sbctc.edu/colleges-staff/research/data-public/after-college-outcomes-dashboard
https://esd.wa.gov/labormarketinfo/projections
https://livingwage.mit.edu/states/53/locations
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Focus Training and Credential Production 
on Occupations of Highest Need 
Our analysis identified six job clusters that stand out based 
on the anticipated number of openings for jobs that support 
worker economic mobility, are unlikely to be automated, 
fill critical workforce shortages, and have a multiplicative 
impact on the economy by building critical “infrastructure” 
to keep Washington’s communities running. Increased 
focus on meeting the training needs in these clusters is a 
win for workers, employers, and the state. 

• �Focuses funding on measurable student outcomes

• �Prioritizes credentials in high-demand fields

• �Supports successful transfers from community colleges to universities

• �Emphasizes dual credit course completion for high school students

There are many ways to support increased 
credential production in specific occupations. 
Strategies deployed in other states include:

• �Incentivizing baccalaureate institutions, community 
and technical colleges, and the K-12 system to increase 
credential production in high-demand fields

• �Addressing shortages of qualified faculty and training 
sites in fields like healthcare and advanced computing, 
where prevailing market wages make it difficult to recruit faculty 

• �Reducing time-to-completion for key credentials (e.g., fast-track nursing education)

• �Supporting on-ramps and career ladders for critical “infrastructure” jobs like home health and 
personal care aides and preschool teachers 

STATE PROFILE: TEXAS LEGISLATION TO INCENTIVIZE EDUCATION OUTCOMES

HB 3 (2019): Provides funding 
to support career, college, 
and military readiness; 
providing ~$200 million to 
school districts annually

• �Provides up to $5,000 annually in bonus funding per student for school 
districts that meet or exceed career, college, and military readiness 
outcomes above a baseline performance threshold

• �Requires adoption of district college, career, and military readiness goals

• �Offers extra support for economically disadvantaged and special 
education students

Washington can leverage insights from these and other initiatives to develop deliberate strategies to uphold 
and sustain economic growth and create significant opportunities to upskill workers with a high school 
education or less, which is crucial for closing skills gaps and enhancing economic opportunity and mobility.

HB 8 (2023): Updates 
community college funding 
model to prioritize credentials 
of value; providing $210 
million in outcome-based 
funding in FY 2024

In the last five years, Texas enacted major pieces of legislation to incentivize degree production in 
high-demand fields. 

HIGH-
DEMAND 
CAREER 

CLUSTERS

Healthcare

Advanced 
Computing 

& Tech

Education

Business & 
Management

Construction 
& Skilled 

Trades

Clean  
Tech

3.

https://tea.texas.gov/about-tea/government-relations-and-legal/government-relations/house-bill-3-86r
https://www.highered.texas.gov/community-college-finance/
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Employers can take a more direct leadership role in workforce development by guiding training systems 
on labor market needs, informing curriculum and credential pathway development, and leveraging the 
Career Connect Washington (CCW) initiative to create high-value learning that combines hands-on 
work experiences with rigorous academic and technical education.

The development and growth of Core Plus Aerospace, a high school 
advanced manufacturing program, exemplifies an effective 
employer-led initiative. For more than a decade, Boeing has 
collaborated with the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
school districts, and educators to shape and support the delivery 
of Core Plus Aerospace in high schools and skills centers 
across Washington. Boeing regularly reviews the curriculum for 
relevancy and alignment with entry-level jobs, supports hands-
on professional development for teachers, and offers paid training 
and skill development opportunities for students. The curriculum 
aligns with 125+ academic programs at Washington’s community 
and technical colleges, establishing clear credential pathways 
connected to high-demand occupations. 

Greater state support for employer-led programs like Core Plus Aerospace, 
which are rooted in deep employer collaboration with the education sector, is a key 
strategy for addressing skilled workforce shortages and preparing students for high-demand occupations.

 
Washington’s career connected learning system provides a robust network 

for collaboration and employer leadership. Washington has been a 
national leader in career connected learning since launching the 

Career Connect Washington (CCW) initiative in 2017. Through this 
public-private partnership, leaders from 10 industry sectors—many 

of whom are industry associations—work to connect employers 
and education programs to address talent shortages and 
create rich educational experiences for students. Life Science 
Washington and the Washington Bankers Association are two 
examples of long-standing industry associations that work with 
their member businesses to create responsive training programs. 
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Center is an example of a large employer 

working directly with education partners to deliver an accelerated 
Lab Tech Certificate program known as LabLaunch.

Building and scaling employer-led efforts requires deep collaboration 
between employers, schools, and policymakers. Washington should 

continue investing in system-building and program enrollment while exploring 
opportunities to incentivize employer involvement.

Support Employer-Led Training4.

http://www.coreplusaerospace.org/
https://careerconnectwa.org/
https://careerconnectwa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/CCW_FredHutchEmployerSpotlight_9.2024_FINAL.pdf
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There will be fewer opportunities for Washington students without a postsecondary credential to secure 
living wage jobs in the coming years. Yet, just half of Washington’s high school class of 2021 enrolled in a 
postsecondary program within a year of graduation, and our workforce analysis projects a surplus of more 
than a quarter million workers with a high school diploma or less by 2032. 

To prepare students for postsecondary education and career success, Washington should provide students 
with opportunities to jump-start their postsecondary education while in high school. This starts by ensuring 
high school graduation requirements align with career and college readiness. It must also include 
opportunities for students to earn college credits and industry-valued credentials while in high school.

High school graduation requirements are a critical indicator of student readiness for postsecondary 
education and training. Nearly nine in 10 Washington high school students aspire to earn a credential. Over 
time, the Legislature and State Board of Education have adjusted graduation requirements, maintaining 
core credit requirements and offering multiple pathways for students to demonstrate competency. 
As policymakers consider future adjustments, it is critical that these requirements position students 
to successfully transition to post-high school pathways that prepare them to achieve their credential 
aspirations and secure their economic mobility.

A jump start on postsecondary education reaps significant long-term gains for high school students. 
Longitudinal research shows that Washington high school graduates who earn college credit through 
dual credit programs such as Running Start, College in the High School (CiHS), Advanced Placement, and 
International Baccalaureate have higher rates of postsecondary credential attainment within six years of 
high school graduation than high school students who did not earn college credit. On a broader scale, 
national data from the Community College Research Center confirm that dual enrollment positively 
impacts future college enrollment, persistence, and completion rates nationwide, particularly for historically 
underrepresented student groups.  

Washington has made big strides in expanding equitable access to dual credit programs. In 2023, the 
Legislature made CiHS courses free to all public high school students, leading to more than 10,000 additional 
enrollments in the first year after the law was enacted. In 2024, the Legislature required schools to notify 
families about dual credit programs, which will enhance awareness and understanding. 

The state should build upon this momentum by strengthening dual credit opportunities for students enrolled 
in career and technical education (CTE) programs. Expanding high-quality CTE pathways will allow more 
students to earn industry-valued credentials in high-demand fields.

High-quality advising is essential to helping students navigate the complex transition to postsecondary 
education. Washington can improve career and college advising in the high school setting by supporting 
high school and beyond planning and expanding opportunities for career awareness, exploration, and 
preparation so students can make informed decisions about their career pathways and the required 
education and training. Together, these efforts can provide more Washington high school students with a 
head start in accessing the great jobs available in Washington’s economy.

Leverage K-12 Education5.

https://washingtonstem.org/high-school-to-postsecondary-technical-paper/
https://erdc.wa.gov/publications/student-outcomes/may-2024-dual-credit-brief
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/understanding-dual-enrollment.html
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Conclusion
Washington stands tall among leading 
state economies; its success is a testament 
to the breadth and depth of its private-
sector employers and skilled workforce.

Job growth over the next decade is projected 
to eclipse that of the nation. To fully realize this 
potential and sustain economic prosperity, 
Washington must adopt a comprehensive 
talent strategy to fill critical talent gaps.
This includes increasing bachelor’s degree 
production, promoting high-value credentials 
from community and technical colleges, 
focusing on credential production connected 
to high-need occupations, supporting 
employer-led training, and leveraging K-12 
education to ensure students can get a 
jump-start on their postsecondary education 
and are prepared for college and career. 

By implementing these recommendations, Washington can skill up a workforce 
that supports our shared future.

https://www.waroundtable.com/
https://www.kineticwest.com/
https://www.partnership4learning.org/



