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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY 

Wisconsin, the U.S., and other countries are experiencing above-

world.
 
This report provides information on the skills gap, which is a product of 

steps for correcting the skills gap, as well as ideas to move workforce 
development forward in Wisconsin. These recommendations cover  
topics from education to economic development and matters in between 
because workforce development begins in the cradle and ends at the 
grave. Our recommendations are based on the best practices from our 
own state, other states, and the private sector. Recommendations are 

be considered in the immediate in the future.
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THE CHALLENGE

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
 

with changing workforce needs. However, even if we 

as our eligible workforce population is decreasing.

Wisconsin’s Shrinking Workforce

Wisconsin faces an aging population. Between  
2010-2040, the number of senior residents in Wis-
consin will nearly double, increasing from 777,000 
to 1,544,000. Over the same time, our working age 
population will grow from 3,570,000 to 3,585,000, an 
increase of 0.4%.

 

In addition to our aging population, Wisconsin is not 

opportunities. For example, Wisconsin is, per capita, 
the number one state in the U.S. for manufacturing 
jobs. More than 20% of our gross domestic product 
comes from manufacturing. There are current and 

Of the  
country’s 50 largest metro areas, Milwaukee is 
currently the second largest host of manufacturing 
jobs.
current manufacturing positions, Wisconsin’s K-12 
educators tell us that students do not want to go into 

manufacturing. This is troubling because the educational 

school diploma.

If we don’t expose our students to various career 

manufacturing jobs.

Between 2010-2040, the number of senior residents in 

1,544,000. Over the same time, our working age  
population will increase from 3,570,000 to 3,585,000, an 
increase of 0.4%.



90%
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JOB NUMBERS
 
In order to retrain our workforce for available jobs,  

Department of Workforce Development is responsible  

 
on the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor 

after the end of the quarter in which the data is collected. 
This means that Wisconsin will only see its job num-

of September.
 

For example, 
our 2010-2020 projections will arrive late this summer 
2012.

 

for Wisconsinites to act on both the current and projected 
job needs of the state.

WORKFORCE TRAINING
 
Our workforce training programs in Wisconsin are also in 
need of improvement. Currently, more than 90% of the 
state’s workforce training funding comes from the 
Federal Government. Of the $410 million job training 
funds administered through the state, $377 million comes 
from the Federal Government. This funding is oftentimes 

 

Wisconsin’s administration of workforce training is  

 
Wisconsin’s Department of Workforce Development 
now administers less worker training funding than 
our Department of Children and Families. This  

 
confusion in the public about which services are available.

UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE
 

Wisconsin had to 
borrow money from the Federal Government that it 
has to pay back. This borrowing will result in an addition-

funding comes from the Federal Government.



10

Special Assessment for Interest alone was more than 
$42 million in 2011.
 

 
Reserve Fund (UIRF) more than $1 billion. There is a 
federal provision that creates an additional cost to the 

balance. This will cost Wisconsin employers nearly 
$49 million in 2012, and a projected $98 million in 
2013 and $147 million in 2014.
 

Department of Workforce Development found that fraud 
affected 28,232 claimants and totaled $44.6 million in 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
 
Proper education and workforce development are the 
foundation of economic development. But economic 
development in Wisconsin also has its own challenges.
 
The major challenge is the fractured nature of our 

Wisconsin has more than 600 groups that 
list economic development as part of their mission. 
These include, but are not limited to, the Wisconsin 
Economic Development Corporation, 11 Workforce 

Development Boards, and nine Economic Development 
Regions. 

Each one of these groups covers different territories, and 

share goals and funding.

 
UW-Madison and UW-Milwaukee, could also be an 
important economic engine for start-up companies if the 

However, the school doesn’t turn this funding into startup 
companies at a comparable rate with similar schools. 
This results in lost economic opportunities for Wisconsin.

EDUCATION
 
The U.S. skills gap widened due in part to government 

international competition, began to focus students on 

forms of education, like shop class or apprenticeships, 
were deemphasized and defunded.

Wisconsin has 

600+ 
groups that list economic 
development as part of 
their mission. 

graduation rate is

36%  
below the national  
average.

U.S. students used to 
be ranked #1 in achieve-
ment, where now U.S. 
students rank 14th in 
reading, 17th in science, 
25th in math.

14,000 
high school dropouts 
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Despite this philosophical shift in education, the job 
market continues to need middle- and low-skilled work-

that between 2008-2018, Wisconsin will have 925,000 
job positions available due to retirements and/or growth. 
Roughly 70% of those jobs will require less education 
than a four-year degree. 

the last recession, as the U.S. is experiencing what David 

mother of all jobless recoveries.” Without the prior 
positions available for workers, people need to adapt 

without a solid K-12 educational foundation. America’s 
Whereas U.S. students 

used to rank number one in achievement, U.S.  
students now rank 14th in reading, 17th in science, 
and 25th in math, outperformed by a diverse group-
ing of countries like Korea, Canada, and Poland.  

 

 
graduation does not mean students are prepared for their 

Further, even 
with our high rate of success, Wisconsin creates 
roughly 14,000 high school dropouts each year.  
Dropping out of high school can have a multigenerational 

 

from 2010 will experience lost lifetime earnings of $3.7 
billion.” As of 2010, Wisconsin had 285,933 working-
age adults that had not completed high school (or its 
equivalent).

Wisconsin’s test scores are above average for the U.S.  
According to the National Assessment of Educational  

grade students in Wisconsin was 289. This was higher 
than the average score of 283 for public school students 
in the nation.” However, further examination of the  

minorities. According to NAEP, 

In 2011, Black students had an average 
score that was 39 points lower than  
White students. This performance gap was 

(42 points).

The US spends 2x 
as much on education as 

-
spite poor college comple-
tion rate.

78% of 
Milwaukee Public School 
students that attended 
UW-Milwaukee needed 
remediation. 

As of 2010, 

285,933 
working-age adults had 
not completed high school 
or its equivalent.

29% of 
students seeking an  
associate’s degree  
complete it within three 
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-
 

education. For students that enter the University of 

math remediation. That number increases to one out of 
two for African American students. In Milwaukee, 78% of 
Milwaukee Public School students that attended UW-
Milwaukee needed remediation. For the 2007-2008 
academic year, Wisconsin spent an estimated $66 
million on postsecondary remediation.

Our K-12 schools also face declining enrollment.  
Between 2001-2006, almost 70% of our public schools 

 
job needs.

education. Yet despite some improvements, our educa-
The term “drop out fac-

tory” normally applies to high schools that graduate 
fewer than 60% of students that enroll; but if we used 
that term for Wisconsin’s postsecondary institutions, 
practically the whole system would qualify. For  
students starting in the fall of 2005, UWS (excluding UW-

According to the National Center for Education 

below the national average of 36%.

 
completion problem. Only 29% of students seeking an 

associate’s degree complete it within three years. 

counted as a dropout, which is misleading.

Between 2003-2008, students that 
began college but did not return for a second year 
cost Wisconsin $23.4 million in federal grants and a 
cumulative $140.9 million in State expenditures.

College completion is a national challenge. According to 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-

This ranks 
the U.S. dead last for college completion among the 
18 OECD countries. We are even behind Slovakia, a 

Despite our poor international ranking for completion,  

to American Institutes for Research, a nonpartisan  
think tank, the U.S. “[spends] about twice as much  
per student as the United Kingdom, Germany or 
Japan, and about three times as much as most other 
industrialized countries in Europe and Asia.”

found that the cost per degree completion was $71,226 
and state and local funding per completion was $57,071, 

college expense. All of our neighboring states were more 



25%
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a large portion of its budget on non-technical education. 
About eight percent of WTCS’s annual budget is spent 

classes. Before any technical college training occurs, 

its budget for other purposes.

that more than half of bachelor’s degree holders under 

number is the highest it has been in over a decade. As 
Jordan Weissmann, an editor at The Atlantic points out, 

population.”

Further, some students that attain an associate’s 
degree or less earn higher wages than the average 

 

 
 

diplomas. Associate degree holders earn $42,088  

But roughly  

more than the average bachelor’s degree recipient.  
 

and require a far less expensive education than a four-

 
is just under $60,000. This is a difference of $46,000. An 
associate degree holder can also enter the workforce  

degree student.

 

earn more than the average bachelor’s degree recipient.  

In 2011, there were an estimated 
34,000 students in WTCS that already had a four- 
year degree. Many of these students were 20-some-
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challenge. Even students that attend and complete a 
-

Board, an independent business organization, revealed 
 

prepared to be successful,” including students that 

multiple areas.

-

Center for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State 

prepare our students for education and the workforce. 
This is crucial for changing course.

local high schools and businesses. Another positive 

 
based tests to earn cost-effective UW degrees. This  

students. But Wisconsin needs to do more.

 
to lead productive lives if we are to keep the 
American Dream alive.

SOLUTIONS

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
 
Wisconsin’s workforce and economic development 
go hand-in-hand. One can help the other. Regional  
alignment is critical to advance economic, workforce, 
and educational initiatives. We have found that there 
is either occasional or no formal collaboration between 
the various economic development organizations in 
Wisconsin. If we are serious about driving improvements 
in our state, these groups must coordinate. To that end, 
Wisconsin needs to organize our efforts around the nine 
main economic regions, with the goal of coordinating 
education and workforce development to drive economic 
development. 
 
There is also great economic development potential 

and UW-Milwaukee. Their research has the potential 

start-up companies, which in turn generates new  
-

opment Corporation (WEDC) and UWS hired a person to 
help facilitate more start-ups. Although new data  
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we think UWS and WEDC should submit an annual  
report on their progress in increasing startups 
through research.
 
In the meantime, Wisconsin needs timely, accurate  
job numbers to form the basis of policy decisions 
for economic development organizations and other 
groups. These numbers should come from new  
Labor Market Information (LMI) software. The State 
should provide this software so that all groups and State 

-

 

Department of Workforce Development (DWD) should 
work with our economic development organizations 

Wisconsin will need to designate extra funds to workforce 

 

Competitive Wisconsin to arrive at a reasonable 

budget. That money should be administered as  
competitive grants to regions.
 
Further, all workforce development programs  
should be coordinated through DWD.  
nine state agencies administer workforce development 

 

a duplication of services. Consolidation will save the  

development services.
 
DWD should also look at the administration of  
Unemployment Insurance (UI). There has been some 

 
Wisconsin should institute an easy to under-

stand form of Evidence-Based Budgeting (EBB). The 
Pew Center on the States has developed free software 
that creates a stock-like portfolio for legislators regarding 
the effectiveness of programs. For example, the software 

-
force development program, that the investment is 90% 

we are going to designate more funding for workforce  
development to correct the skills gap without raising 

EDUCATION
 
Education is the foundation of workforce development. 
Education, like workforce development, starts when  

critical for the economic health of Wisconsin that we  

enter the workforce.
 
First, we should reduce the time to completion for a  
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The University of Wisconsin 
four-year colleges should develop a contract that 
guarantees four year completion. The contract can 

school will pick up the added expense. This will encour-

and speeding them into the workforce.

Second, Wisconsin should increase tuition for WTCS 
students that have already attained a four-year 
degree. 

perspective, these students are being subsidized for 

is consistent with other UW Regent tuition policies for 
higher education.

preparing our K-12 students for the future is providing 
them with accurate information about their options.  
The bridge to this information should be an Academic  
and Career Plan (ACP). An ACP is an individual road-
map for all students in Wisconsin to achieve their 
academic and career goals, regardless of their  
background or which school they attend. ACPs allow 
students to assess their strengths and interests. ACPs 
then help direct students to how their education and ca-
reer goals can be attained. All information is provided 
on the backdrop of accurate job opportunity  
projections, which help students choose their most 
effective postsecondary option. A successful ACP in-

help provide real-world learning opportunities.
 
Wisconsin also needs to provide more educational  
opportunities for adult learners. This involves building 

 
One way to build in  

 These  

seat. Stackable credentials should be based on  

adult learners to further their education.
 

-
consin. To this end, Wisconsin’s postsecondary public 
schools should develop a statewide credit transfer 
system of some common credits. This will allow stu-

upper-level classes will transfer from institution to institu-
tion.
 

-
ers is
education, especially for students enrolled less than 
half time. One funding option would be to increase 
access to Wisconsin Higher Education Grant 
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(WHEG) funding.

more than half time. Low-income students have cited lack 
of funding options as a barrier for continued education. 
We want to encourage adult learners to continue with 
more education. Wisconsin could increase WHEG funding 

Another alternative would be to revisit the Wisconsin 
postsecondary Education Credit, which allows 
employers a nonrefundable tax credit for helping fund 
a student’s education. This credit could be 
examined to determine whether it is working or needs to 
be improved. Regardless of how, Wisconsin should open 
education opportunities for students that want to attend a 

 
Wisconsin should reward educational 

institutions that provide excellent service to the 
state and encourage that behavior in all our schools 
through Performance-Based Funding (PBF). PBF has 

other states have laid out formulas that Wisconsin can 
follow. For WTCS and UWS, PBF should be a portion of 
the base funding, starting with a smaller percentage and 
increasing over time. 

Only 2.6%, or $280 
million of our $11.5 billion annual DPI budget goes to-
wards “Career and Technical Education (CTE).” PBF 
grants should encourage CTE and alternative educa-
tion, like apprenticeships, that have been deempha-
sized in favor of college-prep education.
 

like graduation rates and job placement. The exact 
formula and percentage should be developed with input 
from the College and Workforce Readiness Council, 
which includes representation from all levels of state 

and businesses.

CONTINUING EFFORT

 
are working hard to address these challenges and move 
Wisconsin forward. One of the larger challenges  
Wisconsin faces is a lack of a continuing, coordinated 

-
cess. Without it, good ideas will languish.  
 
Although this report was written in conjunction with the 

the Council on Workforce Investment and the Council on 
College and Workforce Readiness continue these efforts 

updates on whether these recommendations were  
implemented and/or successful, and what new ideas  
and goals Wisconsin should pursue.

OTHER 
CONSIDERATIONS

issues that will need to be addressed further in the future. 

of the skills gap.”
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When the 
economy improves, instead of reducing employer’s 
UI payments to the lowest possible level, the State 
could retain 0.2% above the base employer fee. That 

Through this solution, workforce training funding won’t be 

Second, Wisconsin needs to reset its tax structure. 

creation. The negative perception of our tax structure 
 

 
we could shift to more consumption tax and lower  

 
Wisconsin’s economic competitiveness. This would boost 

 
Third, 
through international migration. Wisconsin should 

educational attainment. Further, international immigration 
-

 
compliment the native workforce. Immigrants have been 
and will continue to be a vital component of our work-
force. Helping them integrate will improve the economic 
health of the state.
 

we 
address the criticism that a skills gap wouldn’t  
exist if employers paid higher wages. To do this, we 

in Marinette Marine’s training program. The program is 

 

hour with unlimited overtime after a worker was proven 
 

training our workforce, which made them more valuable 

work elsewhere. There may be companies that do not 
pay market value for workers, but there are plenty, 
like Bucyrus, that pay family-supporting wages and 

CONCLUSION
Our recommendations do not require governance  

statewide plan that will address our skills gap crisis. 
Some aspects of our plan can be instituted and reap  

provide positive long-term results.

Successful private sector companies implement a 
fact-based general plan, allow the various independent 
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entities within the organization to perform their tasks 
according to the plan, and incentivize them to achieve  

 
 

that achieve their objectives as part of the overall plan. 

independent entities, but we have neither a plan nor an 
 

objectives. Like in the private sector, we must be willing  
to fail and reset rather t  
ambiguous course of action.

action:

Realign our economic development organizations to 
the extent practicable 

Request a joint annual report from WEDC and UWS 
on the efforts and progress of turning research  
funding into startups

 

Devote state funding for job training that DWD will 

regions 

Coordinate workforce training programs at DWD

budgeting

WTCS should reduce state subsidies for students that 

Establish Academic and Career Plans for all students 
with the help of the Council on College and Workforce 
Readiness
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achievement

Establish core credits that will be transferred be-

Incorporate performance based funding at all levels 
of education

The Council on College and Workforce Readiness 
and the Council for Workforce Investment should  

updates to this report

future consideration:

-

replenished and reaches its minimal level

and recruitment of workers 

international immigration




