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Expanding Postsecondary Opportunities
for a Stronger Pennsylvania
Workforce skills gaps require postsecondary learning that
prioritizes quality credentials and affordability for all.
Pennsylvania’s demand for skilled labor is
rising. By 2024, 50 percent of jobs in
Pennsylvania will require some type of
postsecondary education.1 However, based
on current data, just over 43 percent of
working age Pennsylvanians have acquired
that level of postsecondary education.2
According to the Economy League of Greater
Philadelphia, this mismatch between the skills
of job candidates and what employers need
is “a serious threat to growth for businesses
and to opportunity for individuals.”3 The
impact of this workforce skills gap is already
being felt by the Commonwealth’s employers.
In a recent survey, only one in five
Pennsylvania business owners rated the
current labor force as excellent or good.
Fifty-six percent noted difficulties filling
technical and skilled trade jobs.4
To reverse Pennsylvania’s skills gap troubles,
greater postsecondary attainment is critical.
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Businesses and academia must work
together to create transparent pathways
between credentials and careers that meet
the demands of the 21st Century workforce.

Pennsylvania’s Skills Gap
According to the Pennsylvania Chamber of
Business and Industry, “More than half of
Pennsylvania’s employers (52 percent)
reported having difficulty hiring people with
adequate skills, training or education. This
is especially true of the technical and
skilled trade jobs.”5 Additionally, most
employers are finding it difficult to recruit
qualified candidates; they are also losing
around $189 million each year due to
additional training and reduced productivity.6
Most recently, the 27th Annual Economic
Survey found Pennsylvania employers, on
average, overwhelmingly stated that the
most common problems when interviewing
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Workers with some
postsecondary
training earn almost
$6,000 more annually
than those with only a
high school diploma.
and considering candidates are that
34 percent lack hard skills (such as
training, education, certifications, etc.) and
35 percent lack soft skills (including work
ethic, communication skills, punctuality,
dependability, teamwork, etc.).7
If current education and labor market trends
continue, Pennsylvania’s skills gap could
grow. Of the 6.2 million jobs expected in
Pennsylvania by 2024, an estimated 3.1
million (or 50 percent) will be skilled jobs
requiring some postsecondary training.8
Skilled jobs are growing at a faster rate
(10.9 percent) than low-skilled jobs (8.1
percent) and STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math) jobs are growing
at an even faster rate.9
Significant workforce gaps are expected for
nurses, accountants and auditors, computer
systems analysts, maintenance and repair
workers, computer programmers, software
developers, dental hygienists, sales
representatives, and market research
analysts.10

High Cost of the Skills Gap
The lack of a skilled workforce comes at a
high cost for individuals, businesses, and
the economy. The unemployment rate for
Pennsylvania workers with only a high
school diploma (8.6 percent) is almost 20
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percent higher than that of workers
with some postsecondary education
(7 percent). For workers with a bachelor’s
degree or higher, the unemployment rate
drops to 4.6 percent.11 Additionally, attaining
postsecondary education has a strong
impact on wages: Pennsylvania workers
with some postsecondary training earn
almost $6,000 more annually than those
with just a high school diploma. For workers
with bachelor’s degrees, that amount jumps
to more than $21,000 annually.12

Expanding Postsecondary
Opportunities for Students
Pennsylvania employers are counting on
postsecondary institutions to play an
important role in filling our state’s skills gap
by expanding opportunities to students.
Postsecondary institutions must collaborate
with regional businesses and other
community partners to ensure degrees and
credentials of quality are adequately
preparing students for in-demand careers
and yielding family sustaining employment.
Colleges and universities also need to
provide options that allow for flexibility in
educational format (including learning
opportunities on campus, online, on a job
site, on military deployment or on other new
and emerging platforms) to meet the needs
of today’s students.
Programs should also recognize students’
past learning experiences as a valuable
contribution to their current educational
goals. For example: military service and
training should, at a minimum, count as
transfer credits towards the completion of a
postsecondary degree or credential.
Soldiers who completed more specialized
military training (such as an EMT/Paramedic
certification) should be permitted to leverage

Case Study: HACC’s new
apprenticeship programs boost
flexibility for students
In the fall of 2017, Harrisburg Area Community College (HACC) announced partnerships
with local businesses through both its Industrial Manufacturing Technician (IMT)
Apprenticeship Program and the Hotel Associate Apprenticeship Program.
HACC’s IMT Apprenticeship Program is the first of its kind in Pennsylvania; offering
classes at all five HACC campuses in 2018.13 The 18-month program provides entry-level
skills on how to set up, operate, monitor, and control production equipment.
The first IMT cohort began in July 2017 at HACC’s Gettysburg Campus in partnership with
Hain Pure Protein, and at HACC’s Lancaster Campus with Ames Reese. HACC’s IMT has
also collaborated with Godshall’s Quality Meats, which hired two workers to be trained
through the program.14
The Hotel Associate Apprenticeship Program will be offered by High Hotels, Ltd. It
provides two 4,000-hour tracks (general manager or associate) where students learn
core concepts in the hospitality industry, including hotel operations, customer service,
and food and beverage management.
Both apprenticeship programs were developed with the intention to help fill vacancies
requiring the aforementioned skills by combining on-the-job training and classroom
instruction. Graduates can expect to leave the program with entry-level skills to enter the
field, and use the credits earned towards an associate degree from HACC. “Students are
earning and learning, which means they can provide for their families while they learn
new skills that aid them in moving up in the world of manufacturing,” says Abigail
Peslis, Director of Corporate and Business Services, HACC’s Workforce Development
and Continuing Education Division.15
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Case Study: Two of Lancaster County’s
two-year colleges are partnering to
prepare students for the workforce
Harrisburg Area Community College (HACC) and Thaddeus Stevens College of
Technology are working together to meet the needs of students enrolled in high-demand
HVAC programs. The agreement between the two schools allows HACC students to
transfer to Thaddeus Stevens’ evening HVAC program, enabling students to earn a
HVAC degree from both schools.17 The ability to transfer seamlessly increases access for
students of HACC’s Lancaster Campus to continue their studies in Lancaster at Thaddeus
Stevens, instead of having to transfer and travel to HACC’s Midtown Technology and
Trade Center in Harrisburg.18
According to William Thompson, Ed.D., Vice President for Academic Affairs at
Thaddeus Stevens, “HVAC students find jobs almost immediately, usually walking
away with several job offers.”19 In fact, Pennsylvania ranks 5th among states with the
highest employment level in this field, with 13,160 employed, an hourly mean wage of
$23.87, and an annual mean wage of $49,650.20 The top three industries within this
field with both the highest levels and concentration of employment include: 1)
building equipment contractors, 2) direct selling establishments, and 3) hardware,
plumbing, heating equipment, and supplies merchant wholesalers.21
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that service to obtain civilian licensure or
certification in those areas.16

How Policymakers Can Expand
Postsecondary Opportunities
Policymakers can ensure greater access
and affordability for students by:
Simplifying the Free Application for
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA): Simplifying
the FAFSA could increase students’ college
attendance. In addition, evidence suggests
that creating incentives for companies and
individual tax preparers to help fill out the
forms could increase college attendance by
as much as 30 percent over two years.22
Student Financial Counseling: Providing
student counseling that includes not only
academic and career advising, but also
systemized financial counseling at regular
intervals throughout a student’s time
leading up to and at a postsecondary
institution, could strengthen the student’s
financial stability and increase the likelihood
of completion. Ninety-one percent of
students reported needing information
about financial assistance; 27 percent of
these students said the information their
college provided was inadequate.23
Increased Flexibility with Financial Aid:
Expanding financial aid options for students
in high-quality, short-term job training
programs could help prepare students for
careers in high-demand industries.
Research shows that improvements to
advising and financial aid can dramatically
increase postsecondary graduation rates. A
recent randomized trial examined the
Accelerated Study in Associate Programs
(ASAP), where low-income students attend
college full-time and receive support

services including a “student success”
course in the first semester, comprehensive
advising and tutoring, and financial aid.24 As
a result, three-year graduation rates
doubled: from 22 percent in the control
group to 40 percent in the program
group.25 Moreover, the costs of these
services are relatively low, at $3,000 to
$4,600 per student.26

Conclusion
Pennsylvania’s business leaders are
united in their concerns regarding their
state’s future workforce. Businesses see a
looming gap between available positions
and workers with the skills necessary to
fill those positions. Postsecondary
institutions, business and community
leaders, as well as policymakers, can help
close this gap and strengthen our
economy by working together to ensure
that more Pennsylvanians achieve
postsecondary credentials needed for
success in the 21st Century workforce.
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