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Our future competitiveness as a country in the increasingly interconnected global marketplace depends on our 

ability to build a workforce that supports current and projected workforce trends.  While the requirements for 

jobs in constantly changing workplaces vary, all will include a mastery of mathematics and literacy, and most 

will include a college degree or industry certification.  We must, therefore, sustain development of a well-

prepared workforce that meets the needs of employers across all career fields.  

In recognition of the recent shifts occurring in the economy and the fluctuating demands of the workplace, the 

West Virginia Department of Education (WVDE) commissioned an exploratory survey to investigate the current 

workforce climate in West Virginia.  In partnership with Pathway2Careers, WVDE made extensive efforts to 

connect with employers across the state and gather information about their hiring practices and experiences 

with current employees.  Three main focus areas were identified to guide research efforts and direct data 

collection and analysis.  These focus areas, along with key findings and recommendations, are outlined below.   

Á Focus Area 1:  Skill Needs and Availability 

A primary concern for WVDE is the potential for a growing skills gap in the state of West Virginia.  

Thus, a key point of focus for the survey was to examine employersΩ ƘƛǊƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

reasons for difficulties they may be encountering.  To delve deeper into this issue, WVDE sought to 

explore employer demand and workforce shortages within five basic skill areas, including 

mathematics, English and language arts, technology, digital literacy, and soft skills.   

Á Focus Area 2:  Preference for Degrees or Skills 

Preparing students for future careers requires awareness of the educational experiences and 

credentials that are valued by employers.  Recognizing this as a significant focus area, WVDE requested 

an exploratory analysis of employer perceptions of degrees, as well as an in-depth inquiry into how 

degrees and other skill indicators are used in hiring practices.  Ultimately, WVDE aimed to answer the 

question of whether employers prefer degrees or place greater emphasis on job-specific skills.   

Á Focus Area 3:  Awareness of WVDE Career Programs 

WVDE offers several career programs to students, including Simulated Workplace and Career and 

Technical Education, that promote successful entry into the workforce.  Employer knowledge and 

awareness of these programs can build employer confidence in ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ and help bridge 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ transition from education to employment.  In acknowledgement of employer awareness as 

an important factor in workforce development, WVDE sought to examine the degree to which 

employers are familiar with the available career programs and believe these programs are beneficial. 

Executive Summary 
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Summary of Key Findings and Recommendations 
 
Á Focus Area 1:  Skill Needs and Availability 

 

ς There is strong evidence pointing to a skills gap in the state of West Virginia.  Employers 

participating in this survey reported significant challenges filling open positions with qualified 

individuals.  Of most critical need among West Virginia employers are soft skills.  In addition, 

employers are struggling to locate individuals with adequate English language arts (ELA) skills.  

While less critical skill shortages were found in the areas of mathematics, technology, and 

digital literacy, there were some notable skills where additional support may be needed.    

  

ς It is recommended that WVDE evaluate and implement comprehensive programs that can 

assist in the development of soft skills, as well as ELA skills.  Furthermore, WVDE can support 

workforce development by providing additional instruction in the areas of mathematics, 

technology, and digital literacy that addresses specific skill needs.   As we progress into the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution, it will be critical for WVDE to prepare students for increased 

technology and digital literacy demands that will continue to emerge and grow. 

 

Á Focus Area 2:  Preference for Degrees or Skills 

 

ς With nearly a fourth of employers indicating that many of their jobs require trade certificates, 

demand for middle-ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƛƴ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊees. 

ς As for employer perceptions of degrees vs. skills, a clear preference was demonstrated for 

industry-specific skills acquired through experience.  Degrees and certificates were reported 

to be most useful in the context of specific jobs with specialized skill sets.  Outside of these 

specific jobs or skills, degrees seemed to have limited application.  Therefore, while 

employers may value skills associated with degrees, these skills may not always be viewed as 

enough to support successful job performance.   

 

ς It is recommended that WVDE encourage students to explore multiple postsecondary 

education pathways, especially middle-skills pathways, that provide access to good jobs.  

Furthermore, given the strong employer preference for skills and experience, it is suggested 

that real-world learning opportunities be imbedded into educational experiences at all levels. 

Employers may also benefit from informational meetings and resources that expand their 

knowledge of skills associated with the degrees and the application of these skills to various 

professions.  Finally, connecting with employers and determining specific skill needs within 

particular industries could lead to the creation of additional degree and certificate programs 

that could prepare students for entry into these fields.   
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Summary of Key Findings and Recommendations (continued) 
 
Á Focus Area 3:  Awareness of WVDE Career Programs 

 

ς While a fair number of employers indicated awareness of the WVDE career programs, there 

was still a large percentage of employers who reported limited to no awareness of these 

programs.  Furthermore, several employers chose to add spontaneous comments requesting 

additional information about career programs.  This suggests there is room for improvement 

with regard to how much employers know about the career programs offered by WVDE.   

 

ς It is recommended that WVDE increase the amount and/or accessibility of information 

available to employers about specific career programs.  Moreover, helping employers see how 

these programs can support hiring and training practices could significantly increase the use 

and application of this information in their business practices.  Thus, it is recommended that 

WVDE not only enhance access to information, but also assist employers in identifying the 

multiple uses of this information, especially pertaining to hiring employees.   

 

Á Employer Requests for Industry-Education Connections 

 

ς Employers appear to be eager and ready to assist in workforce development efforts.  When 

provided the opportunity to add comments that might assist WVDE in promoting workforce 

development, several employers voiced requests for additional interaction with schools and 

educators.  Some wanted to simply learn more about WVDE programs, while others wanted 

to help students connect with viable careers in their businesses.  Many were concerned about 

specific skills, particularly soft skills, and wanted to contribute to efforts in preparing students 

for career readiness.   

 

ς It is suggested that WVDE engage in efforts to establish stronger industry-education 

connections.  To ensure connections are made with employers who offer viable opportunities 

for students, school districts should use local labor market information to explore high-value 

careers in their regions and connect with local employers within these fields.  Once identified, 

regular meetings with high-value employers can be established where information can be 

freely exchanged.  As developments progress, meetings may need to occur with employers on 

an individual basis to gain more direct information and establish work-based learning 

opportunities.       

 

 

 






















































































