








executive	summary

E veryone wants to coax green shoots from the economic badlands. 
And as the promise of green jobs has generated a flood of workforce 
initiatives, most everyone would like to put their hands on an atlas 

of green programs, skills, and credentials. But after two years of discussion 
and research, we’ve concluded that not only is developing a comprehensive, 
comprehensible map of “green” credentials impossible, it isn’t worth doing if 
it doesn’t get us closer to a coherent national system. And that is the central 
argument of this paper.

We believe current excitement about the new energy economy, and concern 
about national competitiveness, can be leveraged to finally achieve progress 
on reforming our fractured education and training system. Not only does this 
country need a far greater investment in workforce development, but skills 
— particularly at the lower end of the labor market — need to be delivered in 
very different ways. The priorities, as we see them, are more organization into 
navigable career pathways aligned with demand; curricular modularization and 
credentialing; and the integration of those social service supports necessary for 
advancement. 

Critical to this reform agenda is the development of a national skill credentialing 
system. This paper makes the case for such a system. We outline an American 
skills agenda and call for a better, stronger, greener workforce system to 
support it. We describe what’s out there, focusing on national certifications 
in renewable energy and energy efficiency. And we conclude with a series of 
policy recommendations for federal, state, and workforce system stakeholders.

What We Found
After sifting through hundreds of clean energy credentials, one thing became 
clear: ���������������������������������������To be worthwhile, credentials 
should be: (1) meaningful in the labor market, because they have value to 
employers; (2) transparent, so workers know how to earn them; and, where 
possible, (3) embedded in a pathway, clearly connected to either a job or 
the next level of training; (4) standardized, reflecting common measures of 
competence; and thus (5) portable — not limited to a particular region, employer, 
or institution.

Fragmentation in training systems within and across states undercuts the best 
efforts of workers, employers, and communities to participate in building a 
greener economy. Developing common standards and conferring commonly 
recognized credentials for verified occupational skills offers a firm path forward. 
For workers it provides mobility, bargaining power, and higher returns in the 
labor market. For employers it provides assurance that job applicants have the 
skills they need. And for consumers it provides critical information on the quality 
of work they can expect. National standards can help guarantee both quality 
jobs and quality work, in and outside of “green” sectors.
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What We Recommend
1.	 Leverage	green	to	the	broader	good,	securing	national	agreement	on	skill	standards	and	getting	serious	

about	building	a	system	to	create	and	support	them.	

 Realizing the equity promise of the new energy economy requires broad national agreement — and action — on the needed 
reforms of our training system. One key reform is the development of national skill standards and a system for the impartial 
certification of their attainment.  

2.	 Federal	Action:	Support	those	high-quality	national	standards	that	already	exist,	and	use	public	investments	
to	encourage	local	connections	to	them.	

 Wherever functional, first-rate skill standards exist or are emerging, the Departments of Labor, Energy, and Education, 
among others, should support and advance them. These agencies need to pursue a clear and consistent approach to 
standards, coordinating with each other on investments or other support and ensuring that industry information works its 
way back through existing training and education systems. 

3.	 State	Action:	Drive	rationalization	through	state	or	regional	skill	standards	processes. 

 In the places where green training has already been built from the ground up, state workforce systems should seek to link 
local credentials to national standards, where they exist. But improving U.S. performance on skills upgrading need not wait 
for national systems reform. States can work with regional industry partnerships to develop skill standards, and they should  
extend such efforts to  the broadest geography possible, establishing a common language of credentials in any given  
labor market. 

4.	 Systems	Action:	Focus	on	the	coordinated	and	strategic	greening	of	existing	credentials,	rather	than	rush	to	
create	myriad	(and	redundant)	new	green	jobs	programs. 

 Green jobs initiatives should be integrated into existing training systems. As we have consistently argued, much of the 
green future is already with us and seizing it requires us to transform the industries and jobs we already have. Education and 
training systems do not always have to develop new diploma and degree programs, just greener ones. 

5.	 Full	Court	Press:	Build	more	on-ramps	to	training,	credentials,	and	jobs	for	the	workers	who	need		
opportunity	most.

 Beyond skills training, green jobs initiatives must address access and upward mobility. To help workers advance from 
unemployment, disconnection, or dead-end, poverty-wage work into better, greener jobs, publically supported training 
systems should only support clear, seamless, affordable career pathways to in-demand and materially rewarding 
occupations, with portable credentials for credibly tested competencies. The rationale is the promise most democratic 
governments make to their people: to at once maximize equal opportunity for individual advancement and minimize waste 
of common resources. The current green moment offers a chance to renew that compact.

Greener Skills catalogs some prominent efforts toward standardization in renewable energy and energy efficiency training, 
including programs and credentials developed by: 

North American Board for Certified Energy Practitioners • Association of Energy Engineers • Electronics Technicians 
Association • Building Performance Institute • Residential Energy Services Network • North American Technician 
Excellence • Northwest Energy Efficiency Council • Green Building Certification Institute • Wisconsin Regional Training 
Partnership • AFL-CIO Building and Construction Trades Department • Laborers International Union of North America •  
Centralia College Center of Excellence for Energy Technology
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Green and Greener
Just as “green jobs” often turn 
out to be traditional occupations 
in traditional industries (like 
construction and manufacturing), 
and “green skills” are in many cases 
not that different from “gray” skills,  
there is no “green” workforce 
development system, just the same 
imperfect, fragmented education 
and training system we had in the 
“gray” economy. We need to make 
it better, stronger, greener. 

Some things are new and green, 
to be sure, but the more important 
point, which we make repeatedly 
in this paper, is that the current 
romance of things “green” offers a 
chance to address the perennial 
challenges of the existing U.S. 
education and training system.  

With all of this in mind, we will 
refer throughout the text to 
“green” economy, “green” training 
etc., without the distraction of 
quotation marks, and conceding 
the awkwardness and sometimes 
even disingenuousness of 
speaking of “green” things as if 
they were entirely discrete. We 
also freely substitute the narrower 
term “new” or “clean” energy 
economy throughout the paper, 
in line with our stated focus on 
renewable energy and energy 
efficiency skills training.1 
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G reen jobs and the skills necessary to do them continue to 
attract intense attention in this country and elsewhere, 
fueled by global climate change and job market collapse. 

The attention is important, but uncoordinated investment in greening 
the American workforce threatens to create more chaos in an already 
cluttered U.S. training system. This paper assesses the state of “green” 
training (a tumult of often inconsistent credentials and competencies 
across industries, employers, and providers); offers our normative 
argument for doing better; and provides specific policy suggestions on 
implementing a national credentialing system and ensuring equitable 
access to it. 

This report is not an inventory. It does not attempt to catalogue the fast-
emerging and rapidly evolving field(s) of “green.” Even as it delineates 
prominent national credentials in selected clean energy sectors, its 
purpose is larger: to suggest a rational framework for human capital 
development in a greening economy, and to make the case for a national 
policy of portable, transparent, consistent, industry-specific credentials 
(and the state-supported pathways up to them).  

While the focus here is primarily on training in renewable energy 
generation and energy efficiency, the questions of credentialing they 
raise have broader application. There are almost no “green” jobs, if by 
that is meant jobs devoted only to increasing the efficient and restorative 
use of our natural capital, with no destruction or waste of it of their own. 
But if we are to have any future, most jobs will need to be a good deal 
greener than they are at present; almost all that’s said here applies to 
them. There are lessons even for those (very few) unconcerned about 
the environment, but dedicated to shared prosperity and capable, 
accountable government. 

Building an equitable, low-carbon economy — one with opportunities for 
workers at all levels to prosper and advance — poses serious challenges 
of demand and access. On demand, there is no denying the current 
crisis in employment. But neither is there denying a longer-term increase 
in demand for skilled labor. This will be driven by aging of the current 
workforce; by belated national attention to our deficits in energy, 
transportation, and “social” infrastructure; and by new work required 
by transition to a “new” (cleaner and more efficient) energy economy. 
The larger questions of access (who gets training, skills advancement, 
and decent jobs) and competitiveness (how will U.S. high-road firms get 
the skilled labor force necessary to build a prosperous green future) 
can be answered most effectively and equitably by wholesale reform of 
training systems and the labor markets they supply. So while the question 
of green skills motivates this report, the most essential problem to be 
solved is the longstanding problem of skill and its distribution in the 
American labor market in general.




