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Other local examples could serve not as a national model so much as an actual national standard. The Northwest Energy 
Efficiency Council’s Building Operators Certification program, for example, has gained some national recognition as a 
benchmark for quality continuing education and skills upgrading. On the renewable side, another Northwest innovator, and one 
with a traditionally systematic approach to workforce education and training, is Washington State.

An established leader in skill standards development, a solid analyst of green jobs and related labor markets, and an innovator in 
community college bridge programming, Washington has in recent years turned its attention to the energy industry.27 The state’s 
Center of Excellence for Energy Technology at Centralia College — founded in 2003 to address a shortage of skilled workers in 
power generation fields — has made great strides in rationalizing community and technical college programs leading to energy 
industry careers. 

The Energy Industry Skill Standards Project convenes the state’s public workforce system, labor unions, community and technical 
colleges, and employers to develop standards that can serve as technical benchmarks for entrance to and success in related 
careers. As part of this initiative (“to specify the critical work functions, key activities, performance indicators and knowledge, 
skills, and abilities an individual needs to succeed in certain energy-related occupations”), Centralia’s Center of Excellence just 
released a comprehensive analysis of Skill Standards for Wind Technicians. 

Not only can these standards serve as national metrics, but the process itself is a textbook case of collaborative skill standards 
development. Funded by the Pacific Mountain Workforce Development Council’s Workforce Innovation in Regional Economic 
Development (WIRED) Initiative, the Wind Technician project was led by the Center of Excellence in collaboration with the WSU 
Extension Energy Program, and included a broad swath of labor, industry, and education partners. 

To map and validate the skill standards, the Wind Technician team followed a process mandated by the State Board for 
Community and Technical Colleges, including extensive research, focus groups, surveys, expert analysis, and industry-wide 
review. Because of this, and because of the commitment and full participation of all partners, the project resulted in a widely 
accepted, industry-driven set of (voluntary) standards that colleges and unions agree to train to (and develop curriculum for), 
and that will be a baseline for ongoing discussion and continuous improvement.  
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Washington’s Industry Skill Panels bring business, labor, and education together in public-private partnerships to build a skilled 
workforce in key industry sectors. The principles shaping the state’s energy skill standards are no different, including the basic 
premise that “experienced workers are the experts in their career field and are best able to identify the work performed and the 
skills, knowledge, and abilities required to be successful.”28 

washiNgtoN’s iNdustry skill paNels

Adapted from Washington Work Force Training and Education Coordinating Board for Greener Pathways (COWS, 2008).
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The standards report starts with a basic job description and moves through required credentials to task and function analyses 
of routine, crisis, and long-term scenarios. It also includes the project’s SCANS (Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary 
Skills) surveys that delineate pertinent foundational abilities from basic academic skills to problem solving, working in teams, and 
the use of technology. Final skill standards include performance indicators (how do we know when the task is performed well?); 
technical knowledge (skills, abilities, tools); and employability skills. 

Skill standards establish metrics for competent performance in a particular job or activity; they do not measure or certify an 
individual worker’s level of competence. To be meaningful in the labor market, industry or occupational skill standards need 
to be linked to voluntary, standardized assessments and certifications.29 If this can be done on a national level, creating an 
assessment and certification process based on the Washington Wind Technician standard and accessible through a variety of 
training systems, the pay-off, for workers and employers, would be twofold: (1) mobility, as “national recognition of skill standards 
in career fields provides a common basis for certifying achievement against those standards, thereby allowing for the portability 
of skills across geographic areas, companies and careers;” and (2) rationality, as “skill standards provide benchmarks for making 
education and training decisions, shaping curricula and directing funds toward highest value education and  
training investments.”30 



T he preceding description of key existing credentials for green jobs makes 
the diversity and confusion of the system evident. American labor market 
“systems” work against establishing the sorts of clear credentials and 

training paths that would serve both the interests of employers and America’s 
working class. The current hot “green” moment makes it clear that the general 
problem is exacerbated in the context of new jobs, or hopes for them, and 
increasing investment and anticipation of a new energy future. 

Already, we see the general and longstanding problems being recreated in whole 
— new programs being set up one community college at a time, new “standards” 
being trained to with no jobs for the workers who complete the training, 
new initiatives and investments that aren’t even aware of existing workforce 
training infrastructure, “apprenticeships” being established without sufficient 
understanding of the scale of demand for new workers in the industry.

But it may be that some of these existing initiatives and standards could help 
rationalize and align the training system for new green jobs. And that’s what we 
need to seize on if we’re going to get from here to the green training future that 
we want to build. 

What	would	we	actually	do	in	the	area	of	green	training,	if	we	could	just	do	
it	now?	First,	and	always,	we’d	start	with	actual	jobs	and	a	national	system	
of	skill	standards	to	train	workers	where	they’re	needed. Federal leadership 
would organize the discussion between industry, labor, and education leaders 
to establish broadly endorsed skill standards. The federal departments would 
have to pursue consistent and coordinated investment in the development of the 
actual standards, and their dissemination, and the development of multiple ways 
of training to them. Industry leadership, convened and supported by the federal 
government, is the first and most essential step in getting to portable credentials 
whether they are green or not. 

This is more straightforward when the job is new — wind turbine maintenance for 
example. Our review of existing credentials shows that these new areas already 
exhibit some industry leadership and ability to disseminate standards broadly. The 
task of establishing standards becomes much harder when the green component 
is an add-on to an existing job — a situation we’ve already argued is dominant 
numerically and morally. Harder because existing jobs are already located in the 
diverse and often irrational “systems” for training and access to those jobs. 

Here the federal government needs to work to identify the strongest systems 
for training and job quality (apprenticeship into union trades being an obvious 
starting point) and work with industry to identify the green skill enhancements 
required for specific work. 

But all this assumes we have a broad national investment in skills, and that is our 
first recommendation. 

Policy	recommendations:	
Greener	skills	and	Greener	standards

A real system of 
national skill 
standards is our key 
recommendation for 
building a quality 
energy workforce 
and an equitable 
green future. 



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 common certification of 
their attainment.  

Any standard-setting process, however, faces political and design difficulties. The basic political problem is this: unless 
business is assigned a leadership role in the process, the standards will almost surely not be used. But if business alone is 
assigned a leadership role, the standards (if taken to be binding) are likely to be set lower and broader than is desirable, or 
(if purely voluntary) narrower and higher than desirable. Addressing this problem requires, in one way or another, bringing 
in other social interests, preeminently those of labor. Given the gross power imbalance between business and labor in the 
United States, however, this is a difficult marriage to make. Complicating things, business and labor both lack encompassing 
organizations with the technical and political capacity needed both to strike a deal and make it stick.

A further critical sticking point in developing skill standards in the United States is whether/how to make the standards 
mandatory. 

The voluntary/mandatory problem is intuitively obvious, even if its solution in the U.S. is far from so. On the one hand, the 
utility of standards depends directly on the universality of their use, and unless there is a degree of obligation in that use, it 
will be far from universal. On the other hand, the utility of standards depends directly on the universality of their use, and, at 
least under present circumstances in the U.S., use will again not be forthcoming at all or in any interesting way (i.e., in a way 
that meaningfully shapes hiring and compensation practices)  if business is ordered to do it. 

That this is as easily stated today as it was two decades ago should not depress us (even though it does). But it should, 
perhaps, remind us that the solution is not new nor is it easy. Fortunately, after years of federal neglect and disarray (and 
defunding), there is an emerging workforce dialogue in Washington on national skill standards, industry-recognized 
credentials, and evolving labor markets in key green sectors.

We are encouraged, for example, by the current Administration’s efforts to establish national workforce certifications 
and training standards in the energy efficiency retrofit sector. Working with DOE, DOL, HUD, EPA, and others, the Vice 
President’s Middle Class Task Force and the White House Council on Environmental Quality have called for a collaborative 
effort to “assess existing standards and training programs and develop consistent models, guides, and best practices for 
training and certification,” to be deployed by Education, Commerce, and the Small Business Administration.31 But as we’ve 
found after years of work in building state-level career pathways (and local bridges onto them), models, pilots, and best 
practices aren’t enough. Bringing change to scale requires broad-based systems reform and that will require attention, 
investment, and real political will. 

A real system of national skill standards is our key recommendation for building a quality energy workforce and an equitable 
green future. 

But we understand, as is clear above, that such a system will not easily or instantly be created. The more modest 
suggestions that follow can in the meantime steer the country toward a stronger, greener, and more aligned training system. 




