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Data are presented  
that quantify each gap, 
identify challenges 
community colleges 
face in closing these 
gaps, and lead to  

recommendations for community college leaders to address 
these challenges. We focus on occupations that offer family- 
supporting wages6 and that are most directly relevant to  
community colleges—middle-skill7 jobs and those in which  
community colleges are likely to be the most significant  
source of education or training (i.e., associate degree or post-
secondary vocational award).8 Throughout, we refer to these  
as the targeted occupations. These targeted occupations  
account for about half of the middle-skill jobs and 23% of all 
projected job openings between 2008 and 2018.9 The typical  
annual wage in 2008 dollars in the targeted occupations is  
approximately $40,000.10

* We recognize that the term “middle-skill” is not endorsed  
by everyone, particularly those considering it in the context of 
one’s aspirations. We use the term as a convenience given the  
extensive literature concerning middle-skill jobs and the shared 
understanding by most that the category includes jobs that  
require education and training beyond high school and short  
of a four-year degree. This job category includes jobs that  
are demanding, are currently being addressed by community  
colleges, and provide a salary level necessary to support  
a family.

Current Knowledge of 
Pipeline Gaps

The Skills Gap: Worker supply  
vs. business demands
How well are community college students prepared for the 
workforce? Do they have the necessary skills to meet workforce 
demands? As the largest single provider of postsecondary  
education and the primary engine for delivering workforce 
education and training in the United States, community colleges 
are tapped to help solve the high unemployment/high worker 
demand paradox: a majority of employers—52%—are struggling 
to fill mission-critical positions despite a persistently high  
unemployment rate.11 To solve the paradox, community colleges 
must target the skills we know matter in the workplace. To  
do this, we need clear definition and measurement of the skills  
that matter at both the individual and occupational levels.

The term “skills gap” is often used to describe the persistent  
mismatch between skills demanded by employers and the skills 
possessed by the workforce. In the longstanding12 and ongoing 
skills gap dialogue, employers and those preparing the work-
force have struggled to find a common skills language. To that 
end, we recently proposed a simple definition of “skills gap”  
as the difference between the skills needed for a job versus those 
possessed by a prospective worker.13 While simple in nature,  
this definition is both powerful and actionable because it requires 
comparison of the same skill at the individual and occupational 
levels using the same metric. Moreover, because the gap is  
measured for individuals, macro gaps are easily conceptualized 
and measured by simply aggregating individuals’ data.

Fundamentally, the importance of understanding skill gaps  
escalates with the importance of the skills being measured. The 
term foundational skill describes skills that are prerequisites  
to acquiring more job-specific skills and predict job performance 
across a wide spectrum of occupations. Given a national reposi-
tory of occupational skill and task data for more than 18,000 jobs 
that have been profiled over the last 17 years,14 we are able to 
identify occupational skill requirements for three specific skills: 
Applied Mathematics, Locating Information, and Reading  
for Information.15 These three skills are needed for 98% of job  
openings in the targeted occupations.16  

We compared the skills of individuals with a middle level of 
education (one to three years of postsecondary education) to the 
skills demanded by the community college target occupations 

We focus on occupations 
that offer family-supporting 
wages and that are  
most directly relevant to  
community colleges.











act.org/workforce | 9SHARE

table 3: act career plan areas of entering community college students  
and occupational demand

act career area planned supply demand proxy28 ratio

distribution & dispatching 44 1,284 29.2

communications & records 1,348 24,553 18.2

construction & maintenance 2,049 33,418 16.3

manufacturing & processing 1,153 11,158 9.7

marketing & sales 2,890 21,763 7.5

mechanical & electrical specialties 2,556 11,541 4.5

transport operation & related 438 1,148 2.6

management 13,278 19,185 1.4

shortage subtotals 23,756 124,050 5.2

personal services 1,396 0 0.0

education 19,340 0 0.0

employment-related services 241 1 <0.1

crafts & related 1,489 4 <0.1

regulation & protection 6,792 41 <0.1

social science 9,825 133 <0.1

creative & performing arts 6,211 102 <0.1

agriculture, forestry & related 3,182 83 <0.1

applied arts (visual) 11,894 1,592 0.1

surplus subtotals 60,370 1,956 <0.1
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Recommendations
The following set of recommendations is intended to contribute 
to the discussion of actions community colleges can take to  
address the skills, degree target, and planning gaps.

The Skills Gap: To establish a credentialing  
system focused on competencies, knowledge, and skill 

attainment—as opposed to credit-hour completion—community 
colleges must integrate foundational skill instruction into the 
curriculum across all programs for those documented skills  
that support successful performance in the workplace. Possible 
action steps include:

•	 �Take a leadership role in building strategic partnerships with 
local business and community leaders. The focus should  
be on understanding the local economy and current labor  
market needs, and most importantly, identifying emerging 
workplace skills requirements. These partnerships should  
also assess the balance of leadership commitment, financial 
and human resources, and organizational policies and  
practices for the purpose of closing skills gaps in light of  
local workplace needs. As community colleges strive to  
fulfill a multifaceted mission, they must provide an array of  
educational services to each community while also having 
a laser-like focus on meeting the specific skill development 
needs of the local workforce.

•	 �Collect data on program completers to measure job-related 
performance and the pursuit of further education. This  
information will facilitate partnerships with the workforce 
development system and employers in the region, provide 
evidence of graduate performance, and inform the continuing 
development of the education/training programs of four-year 
colleges based on the performance of their graduates. To  
meet this goal, we endorse capitalizing on the data infra- 
structure outlined by the Data Quality Campaign and needed 
for the Volunteer Framework of Accountability (VFA) to make 
research a tool for finding better ways to meet labor market 
needs. In the spirit of continuous improvement, the VFA’s 
workforce, economic, and community development metrics29 
should be reassessed periodically to ensure they are  
effective and optimally weighted measures of community  
college effectiveness.

The Degree Target Gap: Ensure that institutional 
resources are aligned with the requirements of the  

regional economy, and open the door to opportunities for  
program completers. Possible action steps include:

•	 �Capitalize on layered credentialing initiatives currently serving 
community college students. These initiatives provide insight 
to local workplace skill demands and serve as evidence that 
the demands are being met. Access regional labor shed 
information, directly or with the help of a partner organization, 
to forecast industry sector job growth within the community 
college service region. This will inform the strategic allocation  
of program and training resources in response to needs of 
emerging and high-growth business sectors.

•	 �Organize the delivery of workforce development services to 
ensure maximization of committed resources as measured by 
a response to local labor market requirements. Follow the  
U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult  
Education’s recommendation to fully integrate credit and non-
credit divisions while taking into account state funding policies; 
or failing that, eliminate institutional policies and practices 
that marginalize noncredit programs (e.g., divided teaching 
responsibilities, facilities or equipment; lack of noncredit-to-
credit course transfers; and ineffective incentives for faculty 
and staff to meet workforce development goals).30 Consolidate 
workforce development services within one administrative unit 
on campus to raise their visibility, increase efficiencies, and 
better articulate and advocate for the workforce development 
needs of students and the local labor market.

The Planning Gap: Better align services and  
information provided to students to ensure they acquire 

the necessary level of career literacy to navigate their personal 
career pathway. Opportunities, in relationship to preparation, 
must be clearly articulated. Action steps include:

•	 �Identify and implement a career pathway approach to academic 
and career counseling initiatives to ensure an individual’s  
successful navigation of the ever-changing workplace. In this 
context, provide the necessary data to students to illustrate 
the alignment of their individual interests with business 
demands. This delivery system must engage local K-12 school 
districts; chambers of commerce; and postsecondary education,  
workforce development, social service, and civic groups to 
effectively communicate and market anticipated trends in high-
demand careers to the local community.
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This analysis offers a unique view of the challenges assigned to  
community colleges as our nation confronts workforce planning  
deficiencies that threaten the ability of the United States to compete  
in a global economy. By subjecting the various deep-rooted  
challenges community colleges face to multiple forms of analysis,  
the findings reveal the existence of persistent gaps in skills, degree 
targeting, and career planning. The importance of this perspective  
is further supported by the collection and analysis of highly reliable 
data that describe the foundational skills of individuals and those  
required by jobs and employers. The skills gap—by any name— 
is not new. Community colleges have a shared responsibility for  
addressing a significant component of the nation’s skills gap. The  
effectiveness of community colleges will, in large part, be determined 
by their ability to identify the demand for middle-skill jobs in their  
region, focus their resources on meeting the most pressing needs,  
and equip individuals to make better informed decisions.

Conclusion
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