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1. Orient state agencies and external partners toward a shared, future-ready vision that 
builds continuous on- and off-ramps for education and training.

2. Create a statewide data infrastructure that unites existing, fragmented systems and im-
proves tracking outcomes to inform data-driven decision making. 

3. Build a bridge between education and industry by investing in a transparent, portable, 
and stackable credential infrastructure.

4. Increase the accountability of state education and training programs by by tying state 
funding to outcomes that meet the evolving needs of workers and employers.

5. Innovate teaching and learning models to close the technological and digital literacy gap 
and develop uniquely human skill sets.

6. Engage employers in the development of demand-driven training programs and integrat-
ed learning pathways for workers of all ages.

7. Become a model employer.

8. Develop innovative financing mechanisms to make lifelong learning an affordable investment.
9. Increase access to lifelong learning to ensure that all current and future workers can fully 

participate in the labor market.
10. Grant workers the flexibility they need to thrive in an increasingly dynamic labor market.

To enact these transformations, governors and state leaders will need to carry out tested best practices 
in assessment, vision alignment, strategy development and evaluation to maximize worker readiness. 
Drawing on lessons learned from working with states on systems alignment, particularly in workforce 
development and education, the NGA Center, in partnership with FHI 360 and the Fab Foundation, pro-
vides a systems change road map for states to follow. This road map guides governors through a lead-
ership and implementation process consisting of four essential phases to achieve the three transforma-
tional objectives outlined in the toolkit.

The necessary scope of response to and preparation for technological disruption are not met by a change 
in any one policy or practice but by bold, systemic transformation at the state, local and institutional lev-
els. Governors and states, regardless of governance structure, political leadership or geography, must 
assess their readiness for the future of work and, in partnership with all stakeholders, implement trans-
formational policies to prepare the future workforce now.

TRANSFORMATION 3
Enable every worker to participate in the workforce of the 
future through comprehensive support

TRANSFORMATION 1
Build a statewide ecosystem to promote continuous  
lifelong learning

TRANSFORMATION 2
 Invest in an agile, technologically resilient workforce

PHASE 1
Assessment 
and Vision

PHASE 2 
Prioritize Policy Actions From the 
State Policy Toolkit for Preparing 

the Future Workforce Now* 

PHASE 3 
Strategic Planning 

and Resource  
Allocation 

PHASE 4 
Evaluation and 

Continuous  
Improvement

*The State Policy Toolkit, beginning on page 24
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INTRODUCTION
In the age of swift and dramatic technological disruption, workforce development and education sys-
tems must respond just as swiftly and dramatically to ensure that all incumbent and future work-
ers have access to quality employment throughout their careers. Technology will continue to change 
the way that we work, requiring workers to continuously learn new skills, adapt to new workplace 
technologies, and even new work environments. However, today’s infrastructure for training and sup-
porting current and future workers is not prepared to meet the rapidly changing needs of workers 
and employers that this technological change brings about. Meanwhile, today’s policymaking climate 
limits the capacity for agility in adapting policy and programs to meet the challenges posed by these 
changes in the labor market.

Governors are in a unique position to address this set of challenges by leading collaborative transfor-
mations of their workforce development and education systems. In partnership with other key stake-
holders, they must begin by assessing their readiness for the future of work, including identifying 
which industries, communities and populations are at greatest risk of being adversely affected by 
technology. Importantly, this collaborative planning and policy development must represent the in-
terests and expertise of all relevant stakeholders, including employers, employees and those working 
in alternative work environments.

States must also prioritize limited resources by using high-quality data to determine which policies 
and programs are most effective and phase out or improve programs that are not aligned with a fu-
turistic vision for the workforce. While our future is unknown, it is certain that all states will be called 
on to develop funding mechanisms that offer their citizens lifelong learning, digital resilience and the 
services they need to remain successful in the labor market. Undoubtedly, a major component of a 
future-ready agenda must include the creation of innovative financing mechanisms to develop, pilot 
and sustain these new education and training strategies. 

The most important transformations resulting from technological disruption 
will not be in the work itself but rather in the systems, policies and institutions 
built on a traditional — and increasingly outdated — understanding of work 
and of how and where learning takes place.

The State Guide for Preparing the Future Workforce Now responds to today’s challenges with an in-
teractive toolkit that helps governors and states take definitive action to reimagine workforce devel-
opment and education policy. This guide is the culminating product of the Future Workforce Now: Re-
imagining Workforce Policy in the Age of Disruption initiative. It is a comprehensive suite of actionable 
policy and programmatic transformations to support and guide leaders at the highest 
level of state government, with tools and resources that can be used by local lead-
ers, industry and institutions to pursue the most promising approaches across 
the education and workforce systems.

The proposals described herein offer options for action based on the oppor-
tunities and challenges that technological disruptions pose for the mod-
ern-day workforce, but they are not comprehensive. Other innovative poli-
cies and programs must be developed and implemented. More important-
ly, as states aim to reimagine their workforce development and education 
systems, they should consider each proposal not only on its own merit but 
also as part of a comprehensive agenda for systems transformation.

To create a workforce development and education ecosystem that pre-
pares all current and future workers to learn and thrive in a technolo-
gy-rich economy, experts and state leaders who have participated in the 
Future Workforce Now initiative have identified the following three transfor-
mations required for a future-ready workforce: 
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 Transformation 1: Build a statewide ecosystem to promote continuous lifelong learning

Governors must make a firm commitment to developing and aligning statewide systems that enable 
all individuals, including today’s students and dislocated and older workers, to engage in learning 
throughout their lifetimes. This work requires that governors collaborate with key stakeholders, 
including industry, to develop a statewide vision and plan for systems transformation, and to guide 
their state agency leadership in collaborative planning and policy development. This advanced 
ecosystem will require new investments in data infrastructure to drive progress toward achieving 
this vision and can be better leveraged to track outcomes and inform data-driven decision making 
that ensures inclusivity in the future workforce. Data can be further leveraged to help accomplish 
sate education and workforce goals by investing in a portable, stackable credentials infrastructure 
that conveys the skills and competencies of every worker. To lay the groundwork for a sustainable 
ecosystem, states should also consider new ways to align state funding with the needs of the future 
workforce and invest in systems change as a strategic long-term investment.

Transformation 2: Invest in an agile, technologically resilient workforce

Key to developing technological and digital resilience is investing in education and training models that 
develop the uniquely human skill sets that are in high demand, alongside the skill sets that support 
human interaction with emerging technologies. It is critical that states modernize traditional K-12 and 
higher education to not only offer but prioritize technological literacy for all students. These learning 
models must also employ new strategies that improve technology-oriented training and instructional 
capacity for teachers who are often left without the skills they need for teaching with technology. 
States can then build on this capacity to develop partnerships between educators and employers that 
offer learning opportunities to fuel technological skill development. In modernizing these teaching 
and learning models, states will also need to explore how to implement accountability measures to 
ensure that training programs are industry driven and produce positive outcomes for learners at all 
ages, including the incumbent workforce.a

Transformation  3: Enable every worker to participate in the workforce of the future 
through comprehensive support

A true reimagining of workforce development and education policy would not be complete if it did not 
address the barriers that face millions of Americans who seek access to learning opportunities. As a 
result, reimagining workforce policy in the age of technological disruption requires a fundamental shift 
in how states design policy and programs to open the door for all current and future workers. Many 
Americans struggle to address fundamental needs such as food, housing, child care, transportation and 
financial security. An inability to address these needs often prevents them from accessing the training 
they need to fully participate in the workforce. Incumbent and future workers, particularly those facing 
these significant barriers, need better access to resources, information and comprehensive support that 
enable meaningful engagement in learning and employment.

As these three critical transformations suggest, the most important transformations re-
sulting from technological disruption will not be in the work itself but rather in the 
systems, policies and institutions built on a traditional — and increasingly outdat-
ed — understanding of work and of how and where learning takes place. If suc-
cessful, this reimagined workforce policy will foster equitable opportunities 
for people to engage in lifelong learning, technological literacy development 
and high-quality employment so that they can thrive throughout their ca-
reers regardless of technological disruption.

To carry out these policy transformations, states must understand how 
technology affects their local economy. The section that follows intro-
duces disruptions that have already been seen at the national, state and 
local levels. It offers additional context for how these disruptions are 
affecting industries and their anticipated effects on workers across skill 
levels.

a The term “industry driven” refers to programs developed by the private sector that are 
relevant to multiple industries.















STATE ROADMAP FOR PREPARING  
THE FUTURE WORKFORCE NOW

PHASE 1
Assessment & Vision

PHASE 3
Strategic Planning for Resource Allocation

PHASE 4
Evaluation & Continuous Improvement
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PHASE 2
Prioritize Policy Actions
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Assemble a Leadership Team

During Phase  I, state leaders assemble a diverse lead-
ership team that includes stakeholders to motivate col-
laborative planning and action across governmental and 
nongovernmental agencies. In addition to cabinet-level 
state leadership and executive-level industry leadership, 
core partners should include education (K-12, career and 
technical education; postsecondary education; students), 
economic development, workforce development, human services, community organization and local 
labor representatives, chambers of commerce and state legislators. Participants with decision-mak-
ing authority, who can effectively lead change in their organization, must also be included. A single 
cross-agency entity, preferably the governor’s office, should lead coordination and alignment of state 
plans with education, economic and workforce development partners. 

This team should include representatives from organizations that advocate for or serve 
diverse groups of future and current workers. It should carefully consider its makeup and 
prioritize equal representation across race, age, geography, gender and ethnicity.

 
Develop a Shared Vision

An inclusive and catalytic vision is essential for aligning such diverse stakeholders toward common 
goals for the future. This vision elevates and communicates a message of commitment from state 
leadership to prepare the current and future workforce for technological disruption, including to in-
dustry and business leaders, who need the workforce to remain competitive. This vision should serve 
as a rallying cry for state agencies, educational institutions, industry leaders, communities and indi-
viduals to align across programs and services. This vision requires political transparency because it 
communicates to the public the direction resources are being (re)directed.

In 2015, the Alabama Workforce Council undertook a statewide effort to understand the structure, 
function, organization and perceptions of the Alabama workforce system. The results demonstrated 
that although Alabama is endowed with plentiful resources, the state could better serve business, 
industry and the public if these resources were organized in a more effective network and unified 
under a common vision, mission and brand. With input from workforce and educational professionals, 
industry leadership, families and students, leadership developed a new vision for its workforce sys-
tem: to build a better future for Alabama in which communities, business and industry are supported 
collaboratively to build prosperity through opportunities for meaningful work and a growing economy.

Assess Readiness for Workforce Disruption

The leadership team should, whenever possible, use data to assess how well prepared the education 
and workforce system is to meet the evolving needs of the workforce. Today, notable gaps exist in 
state- and microlevel data, including the classification of skills, task performance and the adoption of 
new technologies. Better data on the impact of technology as well as on the outcomes of education 
and training interventions on the labor market is critical for understanding the state’s preparedness 
to meet industry demand. When gathering this data, states should consider how to improve reliable 
data related to those workers and industries experiencing the greatest economic threat, including 
those with lower levels of education or whose occupations involve largely routine tasks. States should 
also consider how to address anticipated demographic changes because employers may shift to la-
bor-saving technologies and engage new segments of the workforce to meet their staffing needs. 
This information can inform systemwide strategic planning to meet the state vision. To conduct this 
assessment, states should:

 ■ Gather and assess the availability and quality of geographic-, industry- and population-level 
labor market data, with a specific focus on:

PHASE 1
Assessment & Vision

EQUITY ICON

This icon offers  
actionable steps that 

states may take to 
integrate equity and 

diversity into strategic 
planning.
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STATE POLICY TOOLKIT 
FOR PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE WORKFORCE NOW

The current infrastructure for educating, training and supporting individuals is not prepared to meet 
the rapidly evolving needs of the workforce. In the age of continuous, swift and dramatic technological 
disruption, states must respond with equally swift and dramatic transformations. To ensure that all 
incumbent and future workers can participate in high-quality employment opportunities, states can 
prioritize three transformational objectives as part of their economic agendas:

10
Design 
accountable 
financing 
mechanisms

Create an 
integrated 
state data 
infrastructure

Innovate 
teaching and 
learning

Build a 
transparent, 
portable 
credential 
infrastructure

Engage 
employers to 
build learning 
pathways

Remove 
barriers to 
education 
and training

Grant  
flexibility  
to workers

Orient leaders 
toward 
a shared 
strategic vision

Become 
a model 
employer

Innovate 
financing 
mechanisms 
for lifelong 
learners TRANSFORMATIONAL 

PATHWAYS FOR STATES

BUILD A 
STATEWIDE 
ECOSYSTEM 

TO PROMOTE 
CONTINUOUS 

LIFELONG 
LEARNING

INVEST IN AN AGILE, TECHNOLOGICALLY 
RESILIENT WORKFORCE

TRANSFORMATION  3
ENABLE EVERY 
WORKER TO 
PARTICIPATE IN 
THE WORKFORCE 
THROUGH 
COMPREHENSIVE 
SUPPORT

These objectives are subdivided into 10 unique pathways for state action, making up the State Policy 
Toolkit for Preparing the Future Workforce Now. Together, these pathways offer a unique framework 
for designing ambitious policy that can ultimately redesign education and workforce systems, invest 
in a technologically resilient workforce and enable every individual to participate in lifelong learning 
through comprehensive support. States can explore these pathways individually, but we encourage 
them to adopt policies from across the toolkit to achieve the three transformational objectives.

TRANSFORMATION  1

TRANSFORMATION  2
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Each pathway in the State Policy Toolkit offers policy op-
tions that states can implement and build on to advance 
their current and future workforces. Policy options range 
from specific programs targeted at institutions to large-
scale transformations within and across systems. They 
also range in application across systems, including kin-
dergarten through grade  12 (K-12), higher education, 
economic and workforce development, and health and 
human services. The proposed policies serve as a base-
line for what transformational public policy could look like 
in all states. They may vary in their applicability and ease 
of implementation depending on a state’s current context, 
including governance structure, financial capacity or polit-
ical environment.

Many of these policies are foundational and may be familiar to state and community leaders. In addi-
tion, throughout this toolkit are examples of breakthroughs or innovative ideas for reimagining current 
state education and workforce systems. When possible, we encourage states to evaluate how they 
can employ these innovations throughout communities.

The State Policy Toolkit features nearly 100 policy examples from across the nation, all of which rep-
resent steps for innovating across systems to prepare and support current and future workforces. 
While the State Policy Toolkit is intended to help states take action across their workforce and edu-
cation systems, the transformations it presents are far from comprehensive. Many other proposals, 
policies and programs must be developed and implemented at the state, regional and even national 
levels to transform our workforce. To truly reimagine workforce policy in the age of disruption, states 
should consider each option on its own merits as well as part of a transformative, systemic agenda.

These innovations 
represent promising 
practices in program 

delivery and emerging 
tools to leverage advanced 
technological capabilities. 

Innovations can be found in 
each pathway, marked by a 

bottom text bar.
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TRANSFORMATION 1
BUILD A STATEWIDE ECOSYSTEM TO PROMOTE  

CONTINUOUS LIFELONG LEARNING

To prepare the workforce and support current workers amid increasing 
disruptions, state leaders must evaluate and restructure statewide 

education and training systems, resources and infrastructure to better 
serve workers today and in the future. This restructuring includes 

focusing state agencies on shared goals; investing in data governance; 
and developing portable, stackable credentials to ease individuals’ 

transition from education to industry. The result is a statewide 
ecosystem of programs that promote lifelong learning and a truly 

future-ready workforce.
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TRANSFORMATION 2
INVEST IN AN AGILE, TECHNOLOGICALLY 

RESILIENT WORKFORCE 
 

States develop technological and digital resilience in their workforce 
by investing in education and training programs that help learners 

develop the uniquely human skills anticipated to be in high demand 
as work is automated. State reforms to traditional K-12 and higher 

education should seek to build digital and technical skills. States can 
foster partnerships between educators and employers and improve 

technology-oriented training and instructional capacity among 
educators. To complete this transformation, states must work within 
federal regulatory frameworks to ensure that training programs are 

industry driven and contribute to positive employment outcomes for 
learners of all ages.
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TRANSFORMATION 3
ENABLE EVERY WORKER TO PARTICIPATE IN 
THE WORKFORCE OF THE FUTURE THROUGH 

COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT

Transforming workforce policy in the age of technological disruption 
requires a fundamental shift in policy and program design to open the 

door for all members of the workforce. Current and future workers, 
particularly low-income and lower-skilled workers, need better 

access to financial resources, career advice and information, portable 
credentials and comprehensive support that facilitate continuous 

engagement in learning and employment opportunities. To thrive in 
an increasingly dynamic labor market, individuals also need access to 

new benefit delivery models and expanded worker protections that 
support those participating in the growing on-demand economy.
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STATE CASE STUDIES

As states look for ways to use technology to spur innovation and 
prepare their future workforces, they are exploring innovative 

approaches for aligning state agencies, designing and financing 
service delivery and improving accountability across the education 
and workforce systems. Through public investments, states have 
focused significantly on improving access to lifelong learning and 
closing the digital literacy gap. They also have a growing interest 
in encouraging private investment in training current workers and 

providing the services they need to remain successful in the evolving 
labor market. This section includes select case studies from three 

states that have demonstrated leadership in developing a cohesive 
agenda for reimagining workforce policy in the age of disruption.












