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 Solve Iowa’s Skills Gap:  
MATCH WORKFORCE TO JOBS
As Iowa and the nation recover from recession, employment 
opportunities seem scarce to many jobseekers – but it doesn’t 
have to be that way. Opportunities are plentiful for those with 
the skills to match current demand. Iowa has open jobs that 
employers cannot fill because of a pervasive skills gap.

What are these open jobs? They’re “middle-skill jobs” 
– jobs that require more than a high school diploma but 
less than a four-year college degree. Specifically, they call 
for an associate’s degree, certificate, or apprenticeship. These 
are the jobs most widely available right now, they are diverse, 
and they will continue to grow.

Iowa Workforce Development reports that more than half 
of Iowa’s jobs (56%) are middle-skill.1 They are found in 
all of Iowa’s industries, ranging from construction and 
manufacturing to finance, health care, and business services. 
Examples of middle-skill jobs include construction supervisors, 
machinists, dental hygienists, nurse aides, paralegals, welders, 
truck drivers, and computer technology professionals. 

The problem? Not enough Iowans have adequate 
education to fill these available jobs. While more than 
half of Iowa’s jobs are middle-skill, only one-third of workers 
have the skills needed to do them.1 That’s the skills gap, 
and that’s why many Iowa employers have been unable to fill 
their open positions even during a time of high unemployment. 
And the gap will only grow: By 2020, 68% of Iowa jobs are 
expected to require some training beyond high school.2

If Iowa employers are frustrated about the lack of qualified 
applicants for their middle-skill positions, imagine the 
frustration of jobseekers. A high number of unskilled workers 
(those with a high school diploma or less) are competing for a 

small number of low-skill jobs. Only 12% of Iowa’s jobs are low-
skill, but 38% of the Iowa workforce is competing for them.1

This mismatch between the workforce and employers’  
needs is preventing Iowa’s economy from getting stronger.  
The solution: Match our workforce to our job market. 
Iowa must invest in helping workers get the training 
they need to qualify for the open jobs.  

Training for middle-skill occupations is usually in the form of 
short-term, non-credit programs (as opposed to traditional 
course programs where students earn credit toward a college 
degree). Traditional sources of student financial aid, like Pell 
Grants, cannot be used for non-credit programs, and many 
workers cannot afford to pay for training on their own. In 
2013, Iowa invested in increasing jobseekers’ access 
to training for available, high-demand jobs. We must 
continue those investments to strengthen our economy.  

See reverse side for recommendations.
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ABOuT AIWP

The Association of Iowa Workforce Partners (AIWP) is a statewide organization 
of regional Workforce Investment Act partners that provide specialized workforce 
services to Iowans, including hard-to-place, at-risk, low-income adults, low-
income youth, and dislocated and unemployed individuals. The mission of AIWP 
is to advance the quality and availability of workforce services in Iowa through 
education, advocacy, and professional development. AIWP members efficiently 
serve both jobseekers and employers through a regional system, matching Iowans 
with training and skills to meet the unique needs of local employers.

IOWA HAS TAKEN POSITIvE STEPS TO MATCH OuR WORKFORCE TO AvAIlABlE JOBS. 
WE MuST CONTINuE THAT PROgRESS. RECOMMENdATIONS:

•	 To help increase access to training for in-demand industries, the Legislature in 2013 invested $5.5 million in adult 
basic education and $5 million in career pathways programs, pathway navigators, and sector partnerships. AIWP 
applauds these historic investments. In 2014, the Legislature should maintain funding for adult basic education, 
Pathways for Academic Career and Employment (PACE) programs, pathway navigators, and industry sector 
partnerships at a level of $10.5 million. Investments in Skilled Workforce Shortage Tuition grants and gap 
Tuition Assistance should also be maintained.

•	 Systems and investments should focus on training and employment instead of unemployment. One way 
to do this would be to make participation in skills training a way for people receiving unemployment insurance 
benefits to meet weekly requirements (as an alternative to reporting job applications). This would help people make 
themselves more employable for the jobs most widely available.

•	 Despite the growing number of middle-skill workers needed for Iowa jobs, the prevailing emphasis in high schools 
continues to be on pursuing four-year college degrees. For the sake of our economy, that needs to change. 
Policies and programs should promote middle-skill training and jobs as valid, smart paths for graduating 
high school students. That involves changing attitudes among educators, parents, and students about the 
range of post-secondary options. The Legislature should support efforts addressing this, like the Iowa Advanced 
Manufacturing Consortium’s “Elevate Iowa” initiative.

•	 links between workforce agencies and community colleges for training are crucial to serving jobseekers and 
employers. Iowa should keep strengthening those partnerships at the regional level.
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