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üAbout NSC

üWhy we did these studies 

üWhat we learned: Small businesses

üWhat we learned: Learners and workers

üHow adult educators can use this data

üYour questions!



About National Skills Coalition

ü Jobs that require skills training are the backbone of our 
economy.

ü National Skills Coalition (NSC) fights for a national commitment 
to inclusive, high-quality skills training so that more people have 
access to a better life, and more local businesses see sustained 
growth. 

ü We are a big-tent, bipartisan coalition of education and 
workforce advocates, business and labor leaders, and state and 
local leaders
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Why we did these studies



We wanted to better understand the 
effects of two major trends:

üState efforts to track and evaluate Quality Non-Degree 
Credentials

üState government and private employer attempts to move 
vqyctf"ҵskills -based hiringҶ"qt"ҵumknnu-hktuv"jktkpiҶ"



We were curious about how these trends were 
affecting (or not) businesses and workers.



Our research asked two questions:

üHow were small businesses  approaching hiring and skills 
assessment? 

üHow were learners and workers approaching 
their decisionmaking about skills training?
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What we learned:
Small businesses



We began this project in an uncertain 
geqpqoke"ncpfuecrgҿ



ҿcpf"ygtg"
pleasantly 
surprised at 
how many 
business 
leaders were 
eager to talk. 



We talked to a wide array of businesses

ü 75 small and mid-sized businesses (10 employees to 
4,000, though most had between 200-600)

ü Located in 40 states ; urban, suburban, exurban, and rural 
locations

ü Primarily manufacturing  and construction  industries

ü Spoke with CEO, Senior HR Director, or equivalent



We chose these industries because they 
were representative

ü Widespread presence across the U.S.

ü Hiring steadily (at time of our survey)

ü Representing the broader middle ground in demand for 
formal credentials among entry-level workers, compared to 
outlier industries like retail (very few credentials) and 
healthcare (highly regulated)



Our findings can be grouped 
into two broad categories:



Adult educators can use both types of 
findings to advocate for the field

Findings: Part 1 Findings: Part 2

What businesses want 
policymakers to do to 
support skills

Ngcfkpi"uocnn"dwukpguuguҲ"
hiring and skills assessment 
practices

Takeaway: Adult educators can point to these 
findings when advocating for increased funding

Takeaway: Adult educators can use these 
findings to inform their outreach to employers 
and their own program design
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What do businesses want 
state leaders to do? 



Business leaders 
offered frank advice 
for education and 
workforce leaders 
and state 
policymakers:



Expand support for foundational skills like 
math, English, and technology. 

Takeaway for adult educators: 
Use this finding to demonstrate 
to elected officials that small 
businesses value investments in 
adult education.



Invest in upskilling first -line supervisors  and 
helping all workers build digital skills.

Takeaway for adult educators: 
Use this finding to advocate with 
state agency leaders about how 
to expand or redesign programs 
to reach more learners and 
businesses.



Provide more 
opportunities for 
new workers to get 
hands-on 
experience.

Takeaway for adult educators: 
Use this finding to encourage 
policymakers to invest in work -
based learning programs, IETs, 
or pre-apprenticeships.



Help small businesses untangle the 
credentialing landscape.

Takeaway for adult educators: 
Consider how to equip your 
learners and staff to effectively 
communicate the relevance and 
value of credentials earned 
through your program. 



Increase funding for 
skill -building and make it 
easier to access.

Takeaways for adult educators: 

Å Consider if your organization 
has successful small business 
partnerships that state agencies 
can learn from.

Å Consider how to make it easier 
for small businesses to access 
available incumbent-worker 
adult education and training 
programs. 



Build additional 
technical assistance 
capacity to serve 
smaller businesses.

Takeaway for adult 
educators: Consider 
whether your organization 
might play a role in helping 
state agencies build out 
this capacity.
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How do leading small 
businesses approach hiring 
and skills assessment?



NgvҲu"fki"kpvq"
what we 
learned. 



Overall, small businesses vary in their 
capacity for hiring and skills assessment 

ü Most businesses are still works in progress when it comes 
to implementing strong hiring and skills assessment 
practices

ü Adult educators should eqpukfgt"dwukpguuguҲ"ecrcekv{"when 
deciding which small companies could be effective partners



Some businesses are especially effective 
at hiring and skills assessment

ü A subset of small businesses we interviewed had adopted 
a cohesive set of strong hiring practices

ü These leading businesses did not use the terms job quality, 
good jobs, or worker voice, but they did identify as wanting 
to be employers of choice in their local communities, 
seeing it as a competitive advantage



1. Clear, standardized job descriptions with well-defined skills and competencies

2. Meaningful connections to education and workforce systems

3. Opportunities to collaborate with industry peers

4. A rigorous definition of interpersonal (soft) skills vjcv"eqppgevu"vq"vjg"eqorcp{Ҳu"
core mission and values

5. A robust feedback loop that allows for worker input into key issues

6. A collaborative approach to solving common work -life challenges that can affect 
turnover

Leading businesses have:



Adult educators can use these findings 
to identify the small businesses that are 
best positioned to be effective partners.



Our findings on non-degree credentials 
also have implications for adult educators

ü There is a substantial gap between how educators talk about short-term 
credentials versus how small businesses understand them
ü Understanding this gap can help educators to reconsider how to 

communicate the value of credentials 

ü Businesses that have a strong relationship with an education or 
workforce partner are more likely to trust the credentials  they produce
ü Knowing this fact can help educators to prioritize building employer 

relationships as part of overall program sustainability efforts



Overall, small businesses hear a 
nqv"cdqwv"etgfgpvkcnuҿ



...but not everything they hear 
makes sense to them.



What are the major takeaways for adult 
educators?

üSmall businesses value foundational skills and want to see 
more public investment in programs that teach them

üBusinesses value education and workforce partners who put in 
vjg"ҵujqg"ngcvjgtҶ"vq"wpfgtuvcpf"vjgkt"umknnu"pggfu"cpf"make it 
easy to collaborate 

üThe small businesses that have strong hiring and skills 
assessment practices are best-positioned to be allies for adult 
education
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Using this data to advocate



Use your knowledge of andragogy and adult 
learning theory to present information. 



Connect the dots to help policymakers  see how 
businesses rely on adult ed to prepare workers.  



Reach out to local media to show how your 
program supports a strong economy.



FqpҲv"hqtigv"vq"ikxg"your own board talking 
points on how small biz needs adult ed.


