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Skills Gap Coding Update
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In August 2025, the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) approved changes to the allocation model used to distribute funds to Washington’s community and technical colleges (CTCs). These changes were based on the work of system stakeholders participating in the Allocation Model Review Committee (AMRC). Among other changes, the new model assigns priority funding in two categories: 1) Basic Education for Adults and 2) Skills Gap. Enrollment tracking in the latter category, Skills Gap, is determined using a list of course Classification of Instructional Program (CIP) codes aimed at easing worker shortages in key areas. This list, however, is based on a report from 2013 and has not been updated since 2017. 
During the allocation model review process, SBCTC staff were tasked with recommending a methodology to update the Skills Gap course CIP list. After weighing several options, SBCTC staff and system stakeholders narrowed in on a framework that combines Employment Security Department (ESD) data comprising current occupation employment gaps with long-term projections of job opportunity growth. 
This brief outlines the steps taken to match occupations to instructional programs, process ESD labor market data, and build the updated list of Skills Gap CIP codes. 
Connecting Instructional Programs to Occupations
While some courses have obvious connections to occupations (e.g. a student taking NURS 133, Medical/Surgical Nursing, is likely intent on entering a nursing occupation), the picture is less clear for other content areas. For example, students taking Accounting 201 (ACCT& 201, Principles of Accounting) may be preparing for a career in accounting or bookkeeping, but this course is also taken by students in related business programs that lead to occupations in project management, logistics, or human resources, among others. 
To more accurately connect instructional programs with Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) codes, the new methodology uses an iterative matching process, starting with a crosswalk published by the National Center for Education Statistics and the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). This CIP-SOC crosswalk offers general information for aligning educational programs with specific occupations, but it requires fine-tuning to meet the needs of this project, further discussed below. 



Education Levels
BLS lists the average level of education of those in each occupation, ranging from “No Formal Educational Credential” to “Doctoral or Professional Degree.” The CIP-SOC matching process for the Skills Gap list first removes occupations commonly requiring advanced degrees (i.e. Master’s & Doctoral or Professional Degree). Next, because of the wide range of offerings at CTCs, occupations are split into two categories: those matching the traditional education and training levels offered by CTCs below the baccalaureate level and occupations typically done by individuals with a bachelor’s degree.  
No Formal Award through Associate-level Occupations
Several occupations may require no formal education credential, but individuals going into these occupations may still benefit from training or education in key skills at CTCs. Other occupations may require some postsecondary training without culminating in a degree. Some examples of these occupations include Drywall and Ceiling Tile Installers, Surveying & Mapping Technicians, Butchers & Meat Cutters, Computer User Support Specialists, or Nursing Assistants. Other occupations may be carried out by individuals with an associate degree, such as Aerospace Engineering & Operations Technicians, Early Childhood Educators, or Paralegals & Legal Assistants. 
Because these occupations match the traditional workforce training and education offerings of Washington CTCs, the CIP-SOC match starts with the list of occupations typically done by those with no formal education credential; a high school diploma or equivalent; a postsecondary nondegree award; some college, no degree; or an associate degree. The process then adds exceptions for baccalaureate-level occupations, outlined below. 
Baccalaureate-level Occupations
Two considerations are applied to occupations for which BLS data indicates a baccalaureate degree is commonly necessary:
1. A baccalaureate-level occupation is included in the Skills Gap list if the matching instructional program is offered as an applied baccalaureate degree in the Washington CTC system. Because CTCs offer the Bachelor of Science in Nursing, for example, this instructional program will be included. Conversely, the occupation Airline Pilots, Copilots, and Flight Engineers generally requires a bachelor’s degree, but no such baccalaureate program is offered at Washington CTCs. As a result, the related CIP code (490102, Airline/Commercial/Professional Pilots and Flight Crew) would not be eligible for the Skills Gap list, unless it meets the criteria in the next bullet point.
2. Students earning a certificate or associate degree matching to occupations that require a bachelor’s degree may be just as successful as their peers with a higher degree. For example, students in recent years who earned an associate degree in biotechnology demonstrated success in the labor market, even though the matching occupation is designated as requiring a bachelor’s degree. To ensure these students are captured in the data, the process brings in employment data of CTC completers in instructional programs matching occupations that require a bachelor’s degree. If at least 10 students graduating with a certificate or associate degree go on to earn a median wage of $28.07, the inflation-adjusted median wage of professional/technical credential completers over the last four years, the CIP code then becomes eligible for the Skills Gap list. 


Sourcing Labor Market Data
The Washington ESD hosts a rich collection of labor market data on the department’s website. The newly adopted Skills Gap list sources labor market information from two of these sources: 
1. ESD Projections, a quantitative look forward that provides jobseekers, policymakers, and training-providers with “an idea of how many jobs exist within industries and occupations, how the number of jobs are expected to change over time, and what the future demand for workers will be.” 
2. Supply/Demand Report, a gap analysis tool using online job posting, unemployment insurance, and college/university graduate data to determine the difference between recent job opportunities and the number of jobseekers available to fill them.  
Data Cleaning
Survey feedback during the model review process indicated a strong preference for local consideration in building the Skills Gap list. Each of the data sources above can be broken out by Workforce Development Area (WDA), so each college is mapped to their WDA in the Skills Gap list. This means the Skills Gap list will differ for colleges in different regions of the state.
Supply/Demand Report data is displayed monthly. To smooth short-term variability and seasonality, the level for each occupation is averaged over a two-year period (calendar years 2023 and 2024). 
In evaluating the CIP-SOC crosswalk, it became clear the CIP code 19-0706, Child Development, is used in the Washington CTC system for parent co-op education and not for the matching occupation, Preschool Teachers, so a manual adjustment is made to remove this CIP code from the CIP-SOC crosswalk. CIP codes for training early childhood education teachers, including 13-1210, Early Childhood Education, remain in the crosswalk.
Gap and Growth Thresholds
A key principle of AMRC’s work was to develop a model that is understandable across the system. In alignment with this principle, the thresholds for inclusion in the Skills Gap list are relatively straight forward: an occupation’s gap in job openings and projected growth in job opportunities both need to be in the top half of occupations across the WDA. More specifically, the supply gap and percent growth figures both need to be above the median gap and growth within each college’s WDA for an occupation, and the matching instructional program, to be considered in the Skills Gap List.
As an example, the occupation Surgical Technologist has a supply gap of 6.5 job openings and a projected growth in job opportunities of 1.05% over the next five years in the Benton-Franklin WDA. For comparison, the median number of openings across the Benton-Franklin WDA is 1.1 and the median growth rate is 0.93%. As a result, FTE in courses with a CIP code of Surgical Technology/Technologist would be counted in the Skills Gap priority enrollment category for a college in that WDA. Conversely, electrical engineering technicians in the Southwest WDA carry a supply gap of 7.6 openings and projected growth of 0.26%. Although the supply gap is above the WDA median of 2.0 openings, the growth rate is below the WDA median of 0.92%, so the related CIP for Telecommunications Technology/Technicians would not be included in the Skills Gap list. Additionally, some occupations will be excluded from the Skills Gap list because there is insufficient occupational data available. 

The final Skills Gap list includes only CIP codes where the above-mentioned thresholds are met. These CIP codes are matched with course CIP codes, and non-international, state-funded FTE are tabulated for inclusion in the priority enrollments component of the new allocation model. 
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