
WOMEN EMPLOYED COMMENTS ON THE STATE OF ILLINOIS WIOA UNIFIED STATE PLAN 
 
Women Employed’s mission is the economic advancement of women, and we focus on women who 
work in low-paying jobs. Women Employed has played a major role in the career pathways movement in 
Illinois because we believe it holds great promise for women, and we have particularly focused on the 
needs of women who lack basic skills, who need to improve their English, or who lack a high school 
credential. We continue working to place adult education firmly in a career pathways system as it 
evolves in Illinois. Our goal is to ensure that adult education programming efficiently and effectively 
prepares all Illinois adults for postsecondary occupational programs that lead to well-paying careers.  
 
The state’s Unified Plan is a good first step towards full WIOA implementation. We praise the plan for 
including many elements that will meet the needs of employers and Illinoisans, like bridge programs, 
career service integration, and a strong data system. However, we do think there are opportunities to 
strengthen the plan and ensure successful implementation statewide. We need to support proven best 
practice models, ensure we track and evaluate career pathways and participants at all levels, and build 
pathways that lead to high-quality, family-sustaining jobs and careers. 
 
Our comments reflect the experience we have had of promoting, implementing and strengthening 
career pathways systems at the city, regional, and state level in Illinois. Bridge and other types of 
programs that accelerate advancement, integrate education and training, and provide transition support 
are critical elements in this pathway system. An often overlooked but critical element is the necessity of 
providing individuals with the means to determine what is the best career pathway for them, given all 
options, and help understanding and planning for all of the steps needed to reach their career goal. 
 
It is critical that the state not encourage just workforce entry—the job-first mentality—but even more 
so a career pathway that includes an industry-recognized credential or degree. The Bureau of Labor and 
Statistics projects that advanced education and training will be necessary for the highest growth 
industries. We cannot hope to meet the needs of the employers in these sectors without supporting 
postsecondary education and training. 
 
One of the state’s WIOA Unified Plan’s goals is to improve the employment outcomes for 17 target 
populations. The best way to serve a population that large and diverse is to reduce and remove the 
systemic barriers that inhibit these populations ability to find and secure high-quality, family-sustaining 
employment. To that end, we recommend the following: 
 
Support and Expand Best Practices 
We commend the state for specifically including bridge programs in one of the goals to reduce the 
educational attainment gap and as a critical state strategy to prepare very low-skilled adults and those 
who lack English proficiency. However, we recommend that the state both “explore” proven practices, 
like bridge programs, and commit to investing in and expanding new programs and sustaining existing 
programs. Bridges have shown better transitions than traditional adult education courses, especially 



from adult education into postsecondary credit programs leading to an industry-recognized credential 
and degree.  
 
Some people will enter workforce training and education with low basic skills, but no clear sense of 
direction regarding their future career and not yet ready to begin on a career pathway. They need to 
explore the careers available to them, preferably while building their skills. Career Foundations is a 32-
hour intensive career exploration curriculum that helps adults with low basic skills assess their skills and 
interests, gain awareness of career pathways and related educational opportunities, and develop a plan 
to advance to college or advanced sector training. In Chicago, it serves as a rally point for adult 
education and workforce providers to align their systems, helping them unite around a concrete 
program rather than an abstract idea. Career Foundations is now being implemented and delivered by 
City Colleges of Chicago and several workforce and adult education providers in the city. Career 
Foundations supports WIOA’s career pathways focus and is a way to support service integration across 
WIOA Titles. Career Foundations is one type of “comprehensive career services that enable individuals 
to make informed decisions on education and training opportunities that maximize their potential for 
successful and rewarding careers” as stated in the state Unified Plan. It is also, as described in Strategy 
4: Coordinated and Enhanced Career Services and Case Management, an opportunity to improve career 
services and coordinate case management across Titles. 
 
State-level WIOA funds could be used to adapt the curriculum for different programs, provide 
professional development to frontline staff so they can effectively use Career Foundations, and then use 
Career Foundations with Local Workforce Areas to see how it can most effectively be implemented. 
  
Develop a Strong Data System to Improve and Evaluate WIOA Strategies 
We were encouraged by the clear commitment to developing and improving the state longitudinal data 
system in the state’s plan, referenced several times in the state’s principles and strategies. It is critical 
that we are able to track participants through their entire career pathway regardless of their point of 
entry into the system and their eventual exit. Only then will we be able to identify best practices to 
expand and areas for improvement.  
 
We believe we should move beyond data sharing agreements between agencies. Instead, all core 
partners should be strongly committed to continuous and seamless data integration across agencies as a 
key component of a comprehensive career pathways system. To that end, we recommend that the 
state’s Interagency Work Group discuss questions that they need and want to answer, develop a 
research agenda, and leverage and improve the state longitudinal data system to answer those 
questions. For example, we must be able to track the 17 target populations and their specific movement 
along career pathways into employment. We also recommend that we ensure we track race, ethnicity, 
and gender to close achievement gaps among these populations. 
 
We recommend that the state adopt the data infrastructure proposed by the Alliance for Quality Career 
Pathways (AQCP). The AQCP metrics and model was developed by the Center for Law and Social Policy, 
a national organization dedicated to improving policies that serve low-income people, in conjunction 
with Illinois and other leading career pathways states. The AQCP data metrics differ from existing 
measures in that they: (a) focus specifically on the performance of career pathways; (b) measure 
participant outcomes in the context of career pathway progression as opposed to the source of the 
funds; and (c) include “milestone” metrics to measure the progress of and provide credit for serving 
underprepared participants. The six metrics include: 

1. Measurable skill gain; 
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2. Credential attainment; 
3. Employment the second quarter after exit; 
4. Employment the fourth quarter after exit; 
5. Median earnings the second quarter after exit; and 
6. Effectiveness serving employers. 

 
These metrics, combined with a robust and complete state longitudinal data system, will allow Illinois to 
assess the quality of our career pathways across WIOA Titles and from entry to exit. 
 
Ensure Our Pathways Lead to High-Quality, Family-Sustaining Careers 
It is not enough to simply build career pathways in Illinois—we must ensure that those pathways lead to 
good jobs and careers and we must specifically state this in the Unified Plan. We must prioritize 
engaging employers who provide high pay, benefits, advancement opportunities, and good working 
conditions over employers willing to work with us who only offer minimum wage jobs, jobs with 
unpredictable and unstable hours, etc. In addition, credentials on our pathways should be stackable, so 
that participants are able to advance into better jobs in their chosen industry and occupation after they 
complete each step. Therefore, if they do exit education and training programs to find poor jobs, they 
are able to re-enter the education and training system without starting over, instead building on the 
foundation they have already created.  
 
Develop and Use a Common Assessment Tool for WIOA Participants 
We also praise the state for including a common intake system in their potential alignment 
opportunities and encourage them to make this possibility a reality. By creating and using a common 
intake and assessment tool, we can ensure that all people served by WIOA programs are assessed in the 
same way to facilitate integration across the Titles and other programs.  
 
We have appreciated the opportunity to engage with the state’s WIOA teams and leadership, 
particularly around bridge programs, the unified career pathway, data, and Career Foundations. We look 
forward to a continued partnership as we implement specific programs and policies that meet the needs 
of the 17 target populations and employers throughout Illinois and ensure that the state meets its 
education and training goals.  


