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Maryland has developed a sector partnership 
model, the EARN Maryland program (Employment 
Advancement Right Now),73 which serves as 
a fundamental building block of Maryland’s 
WIOA state plan. In Virginia, the state recently 

approved a similar sector partnership model 
called the Virginia Initiative for Growth and 
Opportunity in Each Region (GO Virginia)74 
which was approved after the release of the 
plan. The District stated its intention to use its 

Promising practices in sector partnerships and career pathways include:
 

✔✔ Maryland: The plan includes a specific sector strategy model (EARN). MI-BEST and ACE 
programs integrate basic education and job training. They also include job placement 
staff and wraparound services. 

✔✔ Virginia: The plan includes a strong directive to local workforce boards on expectations 
for high-quality business services. A Career Pathways Workgroup helps develop and 
coordinate initiatives that involve multiple state agencies and workforce development 
programs. One example is PluggedInVa, which provides career pathways and Integrated 
Education and Training (IET) specifically for adult learners through partnerships with 
community colleges and other post-secondary institutions.

✔✔ DC: A Career Pathways Task Force has developed a city-wide strategic plan to design 
and develop career pathways specifically for adult learners. Sector-specific career 
pathways profiles have been developed through stakeholder engagement, and a Career 
Pathways Innovation Fund was established through legislation to pilot and scale best 
practices in career pathways implementation. 

A.  SECTOR PARTNERSHIP MODELS

WIOA builds on WIA to increase the role of 
industry in the public workforce development 
system. Consequently, WIOA requires local 
workforce boards to “develop, convene or 
implement” sector partnerships as a local 
workforce activity. WIOA defines ‘‘industry or 
sector partnership’’ as a workforce collaborative, 
convened by or acting in partnership with a state 
or local board, that organizes key stakeholders 
in an industry cluster into a working group 
that focuses on the shared goals and human 
resources needs of the industry cluster and that 

includes, at minimum, at the appropriate stage of 
development of the partnership, representatives 
from other businesses in the industry cluster, 
organized labor, and institutions of higher 
education and/or training. Additional partners can 
be included as relevant. WIOA requires states to 
support these efforts. Consistent with its emphasis 
on the role of employers, WIOA includes as a 
performance measure “employer engagement.” 
These priorities are reflected with varying degrees 
of specificity in the three state plans.

Sector Partnerships 
and Career Pathways
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existing Workforce Intermediary programs in 
the hospitality and construction industries to 
support the development of sector partnerships. 
Subsequent to the submission of the state plan, 
the District further announced that the Career 
Pathways Innovation Fund would be used to fund 
sector partnerships, similar to the Maryland EARN 
model.75

 
EARN Maryland involves a competitive grant 
process to engage groups of businesses to design 
and build training programs that serve industry 
needs. EARN Maryland is comprised of 40 
Strategic Industry Partnerships (SIPs) that include 
over 500 businesses and that represent a variety 
of industries, including health care, manufacturing, 
construction, and biotechnology. Many of the 
EARN Maryland SIPs target specific underserved 
populations, including returning citizens, low-
skilled workers, and the long-term unemployed. 
These participants often have significant barriers 
to employment, including criminal backgrounds, 
low levels of literacy, lack of transportation, and 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Each SIP must be 
comprised of at least two “diverse partners,” often 
a non-profit organization or a local workforce 
board, who have extensive experience in barrier 
removal. 
 
According to the Maryland state plan, EARN 
Maryland has provided some important lessons 
about sector partnerships. Maryland’s Department 
of Labor, Licensing and Regulation (DLLR) has 
learned that strategic industry partnerships, no 
matter what form they take, must:

»» Be targeted for locally identified industries;

»» Be industry-led and employer-driven;

»» Be built upon labor market information 
(LMI);

»» Include soft skills training. This is an 
emerging theme with EARN Maryland 
workforce training plans, regardless of 
industry, region, or subset of the workforce;

»» Allow participants to obtain industry-
recognized credentials;

»» Incorporate career pathways, in order to 
establish a bridge to participation for low-
skilled individuals and others with barriers to 
employment;

»» Be incorporated in new business services 
strategies, to include a business-focused 
delivery system for workforce needs.

Further, Maryland has made a commitment that 
industry-based training will be the priority for 
any available competitively procured and state 
discretionary funding, and efforts going forward 
will include investing in partnerships that link to 
TANF and other government programs serving 
residents with barriers to employment.
 
While EARN Maryland currently involves over 500 
businesses, Maryland’s state plan notes that the 
state is home to more than 10,000 businesses,76 
and needs both to bring EARN Maryland to scale 
and engage employers who are not part of a SIP. 
The state plan describes two components of an 
employer engagement strategy: 1) The Governor’s 
Workforce Development Board will establish an 
Employer Engagement Task Force. The Task Force 
will be charged with recommending business 
outreach strategies to the WIOA partners, as 
well as providing ideas on utilization of LMI, 
and sharing innovative practices in workforce 
development. Local boards will need to describe 
in their respective local plans how they intend 
to increase business engagement with local 
workforce services. 2) The Business Services 
Team at DLLR, which currently exists to support 
businesses in their efforts to “grow and thrive,” 
will expand to include more diverse representation 
to ensure better coordination between economic 
and workforce development. Representation may 
include the Maryland Department of Commerce, 
Department of Human Resources, Maryland 
State Department of Education, the Maryland 
Department of Disabilities, local economic 
development agencies, public libraries, faith-
based organizations, community organizations, 
Chambers of Commerce, industry associations, 
Maryland businesses, and colleges and 
universities.

Virginia’s plan includes an expression of intent 
to pilot at least one sector strategy in each 
Workforce Development Area (WDA), and a 
commitment by the state to align resources and 
provide guidance to local Workforce Development 
Boards (WDBs) and businesses on the creation 
of sector partnerships. Ideas for this kind of 
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alignment and support include development of 
a “play book” with best practices for recruiting 
industry partners, and conducting an inventory of 
economic development, education, and workforce 
development funds to identify synergies and 
opportunities for alignment. Sector partnerships 
in Virginia are intended to benefit from the 
Governor’s “New Virginia Economy” initiative.77 
This initiative seeks to increase postsecondary 
education and workforce credentials, secure 
employment for veterans, align education with the 
needs of businesses, and diversify the economy.

In Virginia, the Community College system is 
a key partner in securing the engagement of 
businesses in workforce development. Virginia’s 
Community College System and other state 
agencies also participate in the Career Pathways 
Workgroup, which includes senior staff from eight 
state agencies. This workgroup allows officials 
to better coordinate efforts to meet the needs 
of employers. Through extensive outreach to 
businesses statewide, the state identified the 
need to expand credential attainment and has 
developed a program to incentivize colleges to 
offer students credential programs that meet 
Virginia’s business needs. 

In addition, each WDA is required to have a 
business services team designed to meet the 
needs of local industry. These teams are charged 
with driving sector strategies within the locality, 
providing local employers with human resource 
solutions, and identifying methods of shrinking 
regional skills gaps. 

Approved after the release of the state 
WIOA plan, Virginia adopted a regional grant 
program, GO Virginia,78 that awards funds for 
collaborative projects to regional partnerships of 
employers, educators, and government leaders 
for collaborative projects that enhance the 
competitiveness and workforce development 
opportunities in the region. The program is not 
exclusive to workforce development initiatives 
and will support a combination of economic 
development and workforce investments. The 
state approved $35.5 million in the two-year 
budget for a newly established state board 
to award funds to partnerships partially on a 
competitive basis and partially on a population 
basis. The funds are not as clearly sector focused 

as EARN Maryland, but will encourage regional 
partnerships between the business community 
and workforce development providers and to 
coordinate training opportunities based on the 
labor needs of the region. 
 
DC’s state plan does not include a comprehensive 
sector strategy plan, like EARN Maryland, or 
a sector promoting initiative like GO Virginia. 
However, its stated goal within the plan was to 
come up with a sector strategy plan, and it has 
since announced the development of a grant 
program modeled on EARN Maryland. It also has 
the seeds of a sector strategy in its Workforce 
Intermediary programs housed at the Workforce 
Investment Council (WIC). The WIC, with the 
Department of Employment Services (DOES) 
and the University of the District of Columbia 
Community College (UDC-CC), has established 
business advisory committees in the construction 
and hospitality sectors which provide input 
and expertise for the Workforce Intermediary 
Program and broader system efforts. According 
to the plan, the WIC will convene additional 
committees for health care, security and law, 
and business administration and IT. As part of its 
phased implementation efforts, Phase 3 of the 
business engagement plan will be to leverage 
business advisory committees to inform training 
investments in all high-demand sectors.
 
Like Virginia, DC’s plan includes a goal to improve 
business services. The District proposes to 
create a unified business services strategy to 
better align outreach efforts to employers and 
offer more comprehensive services to meet 
their needs. According to the plan, the Employer 
Services team at DOES will be incorporated 
with job development services provided by the 
Department on Disability Services/Rehabilitation 
Services Agency and the Department of Human 
Services. Job developers from different agencies 
have been sharing information and collaborating 
on processes such as hiring events, and additional 
cross-training is planned. Unlike the other two 
states, however, the District has identified 
potential performance metrics that will help 
identify how well it is working with businesses to 
meet their needs. These include:

»» Number/percentage of DC businesses who 
hire residents from workforce system
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All three jurisdictions have a task force or work 
group dedicated to career pathways, which have 
played an instrumental role in connecting adult 
learners to career pathways efforts. WIOA allows 
jurisdictions to offer a number of additional 
services, including integrated education and 
training and career awareness, among others. 

In WIOA, Sec. 3 (Def. 7) the term “career pathway” 
means a combination of rigorous and high-quality 
education, training, and other services that—

A)	 aligns with the skill needs of 
industries in the economy of the State 
or regional economy involved;

B)	 prepares an individual to be 
successful in any of a full range 
of secondary or postsecondary 
education options, including 
apprenticeships registered 
under the Act of August 16, 1937 
(commonly known as the ‘‘National 
Apprenticeship Act’’; 50 Stat. 664, 
chapter 663; 29 U.S.C. 50 et seq.);

C)	 includes counseling to support an 
individual in achieving the individual’s 
education and career goals;

D)	 includes, as appropriate, education 
offered concurrently with and in 
the same context as workforce 
preparation activities and training for 
a specific occupation or occupational 
cluster;

E)	 organizes education, training, and 
other services to meet the particular 
needs of an individual in a manner 
that accelerates the educational and 
career advancement of the individual 
to the extent practicable;

F)	 enables an individual to attain a 
secondary school diploma or its 
recognized equivalent, and at least 1 
recognized postsecondary credential; 
and

G)	 helps an individual enter or advance 
within a specific occupation or 
occupational cluster.

DC’s plan describes the Career Pathways Task 
Force, convened in 2014 by the WIC, DC’s 
WDB. The goal of the Task Force is to develop 
a city-wide strategy for the development and 
implementation of career pathways programs for 
adult learners. The Task Force worked with the 
DC Chamber of Commerce and the Council for 
Adult and Experiential Learning to engage various 
stakeholders through focus groups and surveys 
in order to produce career pathway profiles by 
sector based on the WIC’s high-demand and 
occupational sector framework. The Task Force 
also produced a Career Pathways Strategic Plan 
in early 2016, which lays out the framework for an 
aligned system and helped inform WIOA planning. 
Based on the Task Force’s efforts and findings, 
the DC Council passed legislation establishing 
a Career Pathways Innovation Fund to provide 
grants to design, pilot, and scale best practices 
in the implementation of adult career pathways 
and improve District performance on WIOA-
mandated outcomes. The fund will support a 
sector-initiative similar to EARN Maryland that will 
require ABE and vocational training providers to 
collaborate and offer contextualized curriculum, 
and integrated or concurrent education and 
training.79  A Request for Applications was released 
in January 2017, and grants are expected to be 
awarded by July.

B.  CAREER PATHWAYS

»» Employer feedback/satisfaction

»» Number of customized trainings developed 
and led by business

»» Process (percentage of high-demand 
sectors in which the WIC has successfully 
established business advisory committees)

»» Proportion of funded education and training 

programs that are actively working with 
business advisory committees/employer 
partners

»» Percentage of new hires and overall 
employee makeup of businesses 
participating in incentive programs 
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Additionally, providers in DC who receive funds 
from OSSE for Adult and Family Education (AFE) 
are required to engage in activities that connect 
education with training, including Integrated 
Education and Training (IET) services. OSSE AFE 
has provided technical assistance, professional 
development and support to its current providers 
regarding the IET model of instruction. While 
the state plan does not define strategies for 
supporting linkages between AFE providers and 
technical training providers or employers, the new 
grant program should provide that missing link. 
DC’s plan also requires AFE providers to embed 
career awareness and IET training towards an 
industry-recognized certification in one or more of 
the WIC-approved career sectors. The WIC will be 
supporting these efforts with a Career Pathways 
Community of Practice. Additionally, all future AFE 
providers will be required to provide transition 
services towards the next step in the educational 
continuum or employment. DC is also investing in 
apprenticeships and pre-apprenticeship programs 
to provide on-ramps to careers for adult learners. 

Virginia offers the PluggedInVA80 career pathways 
program, which is built on partnerships between 
adult education providers and community 
colleges. PluggedInVA is a career pathways 
program that provides motivated adult learners 
with a contextualized General Educational 
Development (GED®) curriculum integrated with 
industry-specific technical training as a means 
to develop essential workplace skills for entry-
level jobs in targeted industries. Central to the 
PluggedInVA curriculum is the development of 
digital literacy skills, twenty-first century skills, 
and professional soft skills to prepare learners 
for employment in a variety of industries as they 
complete their GED® credential, Career Readiness 
Certificate (CRC), and industry-recognized 
certificates. Funds will be utilized to expand the 
PluggedInVA model to lower literacy levels (K-8). 

PluggedInVA is the product of a collaborative 
planning group in Virginia called the Career 
Pathways workgroup. Virginia has convened 
this group since 2008 to provide coordination 
across workforce development programs and 
continuity across gubernatorial administrations. 
The workgroup is chaired by the advisor to the 
Secretary of Commerce and Trade and consists of 
senior staff from eight state agencies. Virginia’s 

state plan expands upon the responsibilities of the 
workgroup to support the development of career 
pathways in collaboration with businesses for 
critical demand occupations and assist the state 
in developing career pathways map tool for local 
areas.

Additionally, Virginia’s plan includes efforts to 
better connect adult education services with 
training services. The plan has a requirement 
for adult education service providers to include 
in their applications the extent to which they 
have engaged in career pathways and sector 
partnerships, and how students will be assisted in 
identifying employment and career pathways that 
both align with their skills and interests and lead 
to a sustainable wage. 

Virginia was also one of four states nationwide 
to receive a five-year federal Department 
of Education grant in 2015 to develop and 
implement a career pathways demonstration 
project for people with disabilities. The Career 
Pathways for Individuals with Disabilities (CPID) 
program81 was designed to identify and address 
needed enhancements to Virginia’s existing 
career pathways programs to ensure access 
for individuals with disabilities, using industry-
recognized credentials, employability skills 
training, and assistive technology to improve 
employment outcomes. The project is initially 
focused on south central Virginia and the 
Shenandoah Valley.

Maryland has an Adult Learning Advisory Council 
(MALAC) which advises the Department of 
Labor, Licensing, and Regulation and its Division 
of Workforce Development and Adult Learning 
on program and policy development for adult 
learners. In this way, the Council seeks to align 
adult learning with workforce development, and 
ensure communication and coordination among 
State agencies that provide education and 
workforce development services to adults. Council 
members are appointed by the Secretary of Labor, 
Licensing, and Regulation, and serve two-year 
terms. 

MALAC and the WIOA Adult Education and Career 
Pathways Work Group will work to build interest, 
consensus, and support for the adult education 
program, provide input on policy development, 
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and to create and implement a statewide career 
pathways system to support the progress of 
adults through an education and employment 
continuum leading to economic self-sufficiency. In 
Maryland, workplace adult education and literacy 
activities will be offered by eligible providers 
in collaboration with an employer or employee 
organization at a workplace or an off-site location. 
(Workplace education activities are an allowable 
activity for Title I incumbent worker training.) 
Apprenticeships are also seen as a key strategy 
for linking adult learners with career pathways 
that lead to family-supporting wages. 

Maryland will also work to establish stronger 
linkages between adult education and Maryland 
EARN (Employment Advancement Right Now),82 
the state’s primary sector partnership strategy 
providing work-based training for adults. 
Currently, many EARN grantees require adult 

participants to have obtained a high school 
diploma or GED. Thus, adult education partners 
can refer successful candidates for EARN training 
opportunities. Additionally, the plan states that 
sector partners, including the EARN grantees, will 
update adult education partners on labor market 
and training needs and guide the development of 
programs that will prepare workers to fill industry 
skills gaps. Adult education and workforce 
programs will coordinate initial assessments of 
literacy, numeracy, and English language skills 
and selection of testing instruments to facilitate 
co-enrollment and referrals between programs. 
Finally, the state and local workforce areas will 
identify professional development that can 
be delivered to core partners to promote the 
development of a statewide career pathways 
system and build exceptional service delivery 
systems for customers.

C.  INTEGRATED EDUCATION AND TRAINING

As WIOA requires adult education programming 
to offer Integrated Education and Training (IET), 
all three jurisdictions have made IET a requirement 
in their WIOA plans. 

In DC, all Adult and Family Education grantees 
are required to embed career awareness or IET 
towards an industry certification. IET is only 
mentioned in the DC plan in this context and not 
in the context of technical training or other post-
secondary education. 

Virginia’s plan generally states that adult 
education service providers will be encouraged to 
develop IET programs that align with the needs 
of the local labor market in consultation with the 
local workforce development board, employers, 
and training providers. As PluggedInVA integrates 
GED preparation with industry-specific technical 
training, it is both a career pathways and IET 
initiative in Virginia. The OAEL’s vision is to 
expand and enhance the PluggedInVA career 
pathways program to extend across the core 
partners and the entire workforce system in 
Virginia. To accomplish this vision, the Virginia 
Adult Learning Resource Center (VALRC) will be 
funded to provide technical assistance, training, 

and the dissemination of resources to implement 
PluggedInVA to further the purpose of WIOA 
in transitioning adult learners to postsecondary 
education, training, employment, and to link with 
institutions of higher education.

With leadership from DLLR’s DWDAL, Maryland 
piloted the Maryland Integrated Basic Education 
and Skills Training (MI-BEST) program, and the 
Accelerating Connections to Employment (ACE) 
initiative, at several community colleges within 
Maryland. Both programs provided accelerated, 
integrated learning opportunities for low-skilled 
jobseekers, including individuals with limited 
English proficiency and those with low reading, 
writing, and math skills. MI-BEST and ACE are 
modeled on Washington state’s successful 
I-BEST program, which provides contextualized 
adult basic education and vocational training 
together in an accelerated program. Provision of 
wraparound support services and job placement 
assistance are key best practices of MI-BEST and 
ACE, which have required the engagement of 
many additional stakeholders. Evaluations of the 
program are currently underway, and preliminary 
findings show much promise. Though these pilot 
programs have already ended, some of the sites 
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D.  SUMMARY AND KEY TAKEAWAYS

The Career Pathways model requires states and 
local jurisdictions to shift the focus of workforce 
development activities from getting individuals 
trained for a job, to working in partnership 
with industry to develop and build on basic 
and vocational skills in an accelerated manner, 
and provide counseling and support services. 
The goal is to enable individuals to enter and/
or advance within a given industry sector. All 
three jurisdictions have begun to put some of 
the essential pieces in place, and Maryland and 
Virginia in particular have models that can be 
scaled up and expanded to provide multiple entry 
and exit points for residents with different skills 
and needs.

While all three state plans have identified 
business leadership, sector strategies, career 
pathways, and integrated education and training 
as important components of their workforce 
development strategy, only the Maryland state 
plan includes a specific sector strategy model 
that it is committed to growing and developing. 
However, Maryland should develop a strategic 
plan for career pathways that clearly delineates 
the roles and activities of various stakeholders. 
Integrating EARN Maryland, the ACE and MI-BEST 
pilot programs, and apprenticeship programs 
will greatly aid in this effort. The WIOA Career 
Pathways workgroup can oversee this effort. 

GO Virginia is inclusive of sector strategies, but 
does not promote a model as specifically as 
EARN Maryland. While DC references using its 
workforce intermediary program to support sector 
strategy development, and has since committed 
to using Career Pathway Innovation Funds to 
support the development of sector-based career 
pathways modeled after EARN Maryland, the 
effort so far lacks specificity about how it will be 
operationalized relative to other WIOA activities. 
DC’s current approach places the onus for 
developing career pathways on community-based 
organizations and schools without having sector 
partnerships in place and does not press technical 
training providers to also integrate basic skills. 
DC’s grant program must address these significant 
gaps if its career pathway efforts are to succeed. 
Consistent with best practices identified by the 
National Skills Coalition, the Maryland plan also 
addresses the model’s effectiveness in addressing 
barriers to employment and indicates that the 
system hopes to learn more from those SIPs 
that target specific populations and apply those 
lessons going forward. 

The lack of specificity about the partnership 
models in the Virginia and DC plans makes it 
difficult to understand the specific roles and 
activities within the partnerships. This can 
hamper improvements to business services 

involved have institutionalized practices from the 
programs that have increased their effectiveness 
and efficiency in serving adult learners, placing 
them in jobs, and connecting them to career 
ladders. Collaboration between businesses, local 
workforce and economic development agencies, 
and adult education providers is essential for the 
success of such integrated basic education and 
skills training approaches. 

The Maryland plan states that adult education 
will connect with the Governor’s Workforce 
Development Board (GWDB), the Office of 
Workforce Development, local workforce 
development boards, American Job Centers, 
state agencies, foundations, and educational 
organizations to explore funding options to 

expand the MI-BEST model. The Maryland 
Adult Learning Advisory Council (MALAC) 
and the Adult Education and Career Pathways 
Workgroup will serve in an advisory capacity 
in expanding this model to all jurisdictions. 
Professional development and ongoing technical 
assistance will be provided to local program 
administrators, teachers and partners on best 
practices incorporating the experience of the MI-
BEST and ACE programs including recruitment, 
training selection, team teaching, support 
services, employer participation, outcomes, and 
data collection. However, while the Maryland plan 
expresses support for the approach taken by 
MI-BEST and ACE, these pilot programs were not 
funded through WIOA/WIA funds, and there is no 
clear plan for future funding support.
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since, as the Maryland plan indicates, Maryland 
is adjusting its business service activities around 
the opportunities created by the EARN Maryland 
model. Virginia’s plan, while lacking specific 
models for industry partnerships, has articulated 
a range of supports, resources and technical 
assistance that both the state and localities 
must make available to businesses, laying the 
groundwork for a transition to increased business 
leadership. EARN Maryland should continue 
to be used as a resource by the region and an 
opportunity for all jurisdictions to learn from 
both its strengths and limitations. Maryland and 
DC should also look to Virginia’s CPID program 
for best practices in making career pathways 
accessible to adults with disabilities. Consideration 
should also be given to whether and how regional 
industry partnerships might serve the state 
economies. ¾
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