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Preamble

The importance of community colleges 
has never been as recognized by our country’s  
state and national elected officials as it is 
today. Community colleges are viewed as an 
essential, if not the most essential, resource 
in addressing the economic and workforce 
development needs of many regions and 
communities across the country. The 1988 
seminal report issued by the Commission on 
the Future of Community Colleges called for 
expanding the “narrow backgrounds” of many 
community college students by expanding 
their career education focus to include  
general education along with job-specific skill 
training.1 The report encouraged overcoming  
departmental narrowness by integrating 
technical/career studies with the liberal arts. 
The concern was that all students should 
expand their horizons. In a sense, we are  

calling for a similar integration between  
career and job training and the liberal  
arts through the infusion of the essential 
foundational employability skills across  
community college programs. The motivation  
is simple. We know these foundational skills 
are important to performance in 98% of  
family-supporting jobs pertinent to and 
targeted by community colleges across the 
various occupational sectors, as well as to 
achieving success in occupational training/
education-related programs. 

The nation’s community colleges receive well-
deserved recognition for their excellent work. 
At the same time, many unaddressed needs 
forecast by the Commission on the Future of 
Community Colleges continue to be concerns 
today. Preparing individuals for success in 
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the workplace, having an individual’s skills 
aligned with opportunity, and empowering  
individuals by strengthening their career 
literacy skills remain—in part—unfinished 
business, and the documentation of this  
reality should be a compelling force for action.

Community colleges are at the nexus of  
providing education and training that meet 
the skill requirements of the workplace.2 
The demand for community colleges to 
train workers to be immediately productive 
has never been more critical than in today’s 
continuously changing technology- and 
information-based world economies.3  While 
recognizing their multi-faceted missions, 
community colleges will increasingly be  
valued and held accountable for how well 
exiting students perform in the workplace.4 

Their attention and resources must  
increasingly align to the competencies  
and skills required by the workplace.

This paper examines several challenges  
community colleges will need to address  
to meet workforce development demands  
and reach their full potential in preparing 
community college students for jobs and 
careers. The challenges identified are driven 
by our accumulated data sets that illuminate 
three important workforce pipeline gaps: 
skill, degree target, and planning. While  
our recommendations are not intended to  
be definitive answers, they are meant to  
contribute to the discussion, suggesting  
ways to help light the path for community 
colleges and to be responsive to changing 
workforce development needs. 

The demand for community colleges to train workers 
to be immediately productive has never been 
more critical than in today’s continuously changing 
technology- and information-based world economies.
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Introduction

As community colleges strive to prepare today’s students for  
in-demand, family-supporting jobs, workforce pipeline gaps exist  
that will challenge community colleges well into the 21st century— 
not the least of which is an increasingly diverse socio-demographic 
group often lacking readiness for college-level study. Drawing on  
data from our academic and workforce assessment data archives,  
we have identified three types of Persistent Gaps:

the skills gap—Gaps in the acquisition of important work-related skills— 
including foundational and “soft” skills—between prospective workers and  
demands of job openings is surprisingly large in a workforce plagued by  
unemployment hovering around 9%.5 This skills gap reality includes a significant 
percentage of community college program completers.

the degree target gap—Gaps between community college degrees awarded 
and job openings suggest we are not generating a sufficient number of individuals 
prepared for the job opportunities available in their community. While not an  
easy challenge to address, seeking closer alignment between programs offered  
and regional employment needs and opportunities requires attention. 

the planning gap—Our research points to a gap between the programs of  
study individuals are pursuing and family-supporting job opportunities. We have  
a challenge to address the limited “career literacy” skills individuals are bringing  
to the community college doorstep. 
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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.
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that offer family-supporting wages.17 This analysis  
approximates gaps in foundational skills for individuals  
exiting community colleges. We found that:

1. �On average, individuals with one to three years of post-
secondary education were adequately skilled for just 57% of 
the job openings in the target occupations. Individuals were 
deemed adequately skilled for an occupation if their skill  
levels met or exceeded those required by the occupation. 

2. �One in 5 individuals with this education level were adequately 
skilled for 10% or fewer of the job openings in the target  
occupations.

3. �Only 1 in 4 individuals with this education level were  
adequately skilled to allow job mobility and meet the  
demands of a large majority of occupations.18

Skills gap analysis can be a catalyst for understanding the needs 
of individuals and groups of prospective workers. The example 
presented here focuses on specific foundational skills, but the 
method applies to any skill that can be measured for an individual 
and profiled for an occupation. In particular, certain “soft” skills 
(e.g., time management and other such employability skills as 
effective communication, teamwork, innovation, and creativity) 
are increasingly recognized as important for workplace success, 
but also are lacking among prospective workers.19

Institutional Challenge:  
Addressing workforce skill gaps
It may not be enough to provide students with the academic 
knowledge or technical training required by an occupation or 
industry. To meet our nation’s workforce needs and better  
serve students, community colleges must also address gaps in 
foundational skills. Integrating foundational skills development 
as an outcome of community college programs is a formidable 
yet achievable challenge if addressed head on. Institutional  
challenges associated with addressing skill gaps will include: 

•	 �Gaining institution-wide commitment to the integration of 
foundational skill instruction into the curriculum.

•	 �Developing partnerships and systems to make the articulation 
of skills needed by businesses ingrained in the operations of 
the community college and business community.

•	 �Understanding precisely if and how current program offerings 
address foundational skills in program curriculum; addressing  
skills needed across a wide spectrum of occupations that 
would help individuals acquire more job-specific skills and 
greater career mobility.

•	 �Addressing tension between existing systems based on  
course and credit hour completion versus a system based on 
development and mastery of important workplace skills.

•	 �Improving students’ soft skills that employers have identified 
as lacking.20 

•	 �Addressing skill gaps in a personalized yet scalable way. Each 
student will have his or her own gap, suggesting movement 
toward modularized curriculum. Related to this challenge is the 
development of institutional networks whereby local students 
can choose from modularized offerings from additional  
institutions, allowing each institution to focus on strengths.

•	 �Employing research and designing accountability systems to 
measure effectiveness of preparing individuals for the workplace.

The challenges associated with skill gaps are not isolated from 
the challenges associated with the mismatch between degrees 
awarded and job openings discussed next.

The Degree Target Gap:  
Community college degrees 
awarded vs. business demand
How strong is the alignment between the numbers of degrees 
currently awarded by community colleges and the number of 
anticipated job openings within the targeted occupations? Our 
analysis suggests that some areas of study need more students 
to meet employer needs, while other degrees awarded are  
not related to the targeted occupations most directly filled by 
students exiting community colleges.

We tabulated the number of degrees awarded by community  
colleges during the 2009-2010 academic year, and by area of study 
(classified under the Classification of Instructional Programs 
[CIP] code families, a detailed coding system for postsecondary 
instructional programs21). Using the relationship of CIP codes to 
occupations (using the Standard Occupational Codes [SOC] which 
are the occupational classifications used by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics22), along with projected 2008-2018 job openings for 
each SOC code, we then measured the demand of each CIP code 
family pertinent to the target occupations.23 Because CIP and SOC 
codes do not relate in a 1:1 fashion, the estimates for each area 
of study are proxies—not exact measures—of demand level.

In Table 1, we present the eight areas of study with the largest 
demand-over-supply ratios. The ratios are defined such that the 
average ratio is 1.0; that is, the total demand across CIP codes 
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is set equal to the total of the degrees awarded in 2009-2010 
(supply). Areas of study with demand proxy-supply ratios greater 
than 1.0, therefore, have relative shortages of potential workers 
while areas with ratios less than 1.0 have relative surpluses. If 
there were perfect alignment between the degree areas currently 
awarded at community colleges and future family-supporting  
job openings, each area of study would have a ratio of 1.0.

Of all community college degrees awarded in 2009-2010,  
almost a third have no clear link to the target occupations at  

the associate degree level.24 In Table 2 we list areas of study that 
are currently being offered by community colleges that serve as  
a prerequisite to pursuing a four-year degree. For example, more 
than 230,000 awards were made in Liberal Arts and Sciences, 
General Studies and Humanities. 

The abundance of degrees awarded that are not directly related 
to the targeted occupations (Table 2) means students earning  
these degrees must continue their education at four-year  
institutions—and persist to a bachelor’s degree—to arrive at  

table 1: Community college areas of study with largest shortages

table 2: areas of study with no direct relation to targeted occupations

areas of study (cip code family) supply23 demand proxy ratio

construction trades 19,414 147,357 7.6

transportation & materials moving 16,280 73,929 4.5

business, management, marketing & related support services 106,043 319,314 3.0

science technologies/technicians 2,103 5,931 2.8

mechanic & repair technologies/technicians 50,977 111,788 2.2

precision production 23,652 47,925 2.0

legal professions & studies 7,242 9,596 1.3

health professions & related programs 241,771 191,262 0.8

areas of study supply

liberal arts & sciences, general studies & humanities 234,596

education 20,256

public administration & social service professions 5,170

psychology 2,720

engineering 2,393

physical sciences 2,357

foreign languages, literatures & linguistics 2,155
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a clear job path. Our longitudinal data on students who obtained  
a community college award in these areas of study show that  
43%25 obtained a bachelor’s degree within four years after the 
award. Thus, four years after their community college award, 
57% of the students may be left without a clear path to a family-
supporting occupation.

Combining Tables 1 and 2, alignment between the degree areas 
currently awarded at community colleges and future family- 
supporting job openings could seemingly be strengthened if 
more students choose areas of study with shortages, such  
as Science Technologies and Business. Alignment of program  
of study to opportunity also pertains to the career path selected  
by the 43% of individuals achieving a four-year degree. 

Given our societal values 
of individual exploration 
based on interest and  
freedom of choice, the idea 
of channeling students 
into programs based  
only on employment  
prospects is antithetical  
to our societal values of 
individual exploration 
based on interest and 

freedom of choice. At the same time, we can take steps to assist 
individuals to make informed decisions. If we change nothing, 
we do a disservice to individuals who invest time and resources 
in studies that are not aligned with opportunities. This challenge 
requires building the career literacy skills of students served by 
the community college and providing the necessary information 
about career pathways leading to family-supporting careers.

Institutional Challenge: Addressing gaps  
in credentialing supply and demand
In addition to the skills gap, the degree target gap between  
community college degrees awarded and projected job openings  
presents another set of challenges for community colleges. 
Like the skills gap, this gap applies at the individual, local, and 
national levels. Potential issues include:

•	 �The current and foreseeable reality for community colleges 
is that resources will be limited during a time of increasing 
enrollment. This will require that institutional priorities be 
reexamined and high-demand areas of strength be developed, 
perhaps at the expense of areas of low demand. Dealing with 
fallout from downsizing or eliminating offerings in some degree 
areas will be challenging. Institutional actions may require: 

»» �Providing students with advising services and information 
needed to ensure informed decisions with awareness of the 
areas of study with greater job opportunity and demand. 
This step is in part consistent with the conclusion reported 
in Chapter 3 of Fulfilling the Promise of the Community  
College,26 which suggests that learning support and  
academic advising services are believed to be the most  
important contributors to student success. It is also  
consistent with the significant college completion agenda 
now being addressed by many community colleges. It has 
the additional benefit of increasing an informed alignment 
between student programs of study and the needs and  
opportunities of the workplace, and establishing a high 
degree of relevance for the student by connecting program 
of study with future occupation and employment. 

»» �Ensuring that all students—including those in areas of study 
that require education beyond the community college—
have the skills needed to enter the workforce. By meeting 
this challenge, community colleges can close the “path to 
nowhere” that plagues some degree recipients.

The degree target gap is related to, and is likely partly caused  
by, gaps between the career plans of community college  
students and available or anticipated job openings. Addressing  
the gaps earlier in the pipeline is a key challenge that must  
be faced by community colleges, with help from a broad range  
of community, education, and workforce stakeholders.

We can take steps to  
assist individuals to make 
informed decisions. If we 
change nothing, we do  
a disservice to individuals  
who invest time and  
resources in studies that  
are not aligned with  
opportunities.
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The planning gap: student  
career plans vs. job openings
How well do the career plans of adult learners and students 
entering community colleges from high school reflect projected 
openings in the targeted family-supporting jobs? Our analysis 
suggests an overabundance of high school students entering 
community colleges planning to enter low-demand career areas. 
Our analysis is based on data from high school graduates of 
2010 who took the ACT® test in high school and enrolled at a 
community college in fall 2010.27 These students specified their 
occupational plans at the time they registered for the ACT; we 
categorized their planned occupations into 26 career areas.

Using a table specifying occupations directly related to the 26 
career areas, we approximated the demand of the targeted  
jobs associated with those career areas. The estimates for each 
career area is a proxy—not an exact measure—of demand level.

In Table 3, we present the career areas with the largest demand 
over supply ratios, as well as career areas that appear to have  
an overabundance of student interest. 

Because the measure of demand was scaled so that the total 
demand equaled the total supply, ratios greater than 1.0 suggest 
relative shortages of potential workers while values less than 
1.0 suggest a relative surplus of students planning to pursue that 
career area.

The results suggest that two business-related career areas  
(Marketing & Sales and Management) suffer from shortages of 
interested students. The numbers of traditional students planning 
on careers in Distribution & Dispatching, Communications  
& Records, and Construction & Maintenance are quite small  
compared to the corresponding demand of those jobs in  
community college–supported targeted occupations. Conversely, 
nearly 10% of ACT-tested 2010 community college enrollees 
plan on a career in the arts (Creative & Performing Arts or Visual 
Applied), yet very few of the targeted job openings are in these 
areas. Many of the career areas with a surplus of student interest 
require more than a community college degree.

The data on ACT-tested community college students suggests 
that traditional students may not be well informed of the  
best career pathways they should follow as they engage with  
the community college. Information signaling targeted job  
availability needs to get to students sooner as they explore  
options for college and careers. 

Institutional Challenge:  
Addressing the planning gap
In addition to the skills and degree target gaps, the gap between 
career plans of traditional students and job openings presents 
additional challenges for community colleges. These include:

•	 �Communicating candidly with educational stakeholders earlier 
in the pipeline about the need for students to develop more 
crystallized plans that fit with their personal interests and 
abilities, and align to community college career programs that 
connect to jobs.

•	 �Ensuring that students understand the pitfalls of using  
community college enrollment for career exploration as  
opposed to skill development. Students who change areas  
of study are less likely to graduate in a timely fashion,  
putting an additional strain on community colleges as they 
strive to address regional skills gaps.28

•	 �Developing faster course-correction methods for students 
whose career plans do not fit well with their personal  
interests, abilities, and expectations for earnings upon 
completion.
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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.

01
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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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