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Executive Summary

The Shenandoah Valley stands at a crossroads—where deep-rooted industrial heritage
meets a rapidly evolving labor market. The GO Virginia Region 8 Talent Pathways Initiative
(TPI) was launched to address this pivotal moment, with a mission that extends far beyond
another workforce development study. This initiative is a call to action for educators,
employers, policymakers, and community leaders who recognize that sustaining regional
prosperity hinges on building a modern, resilient, and highly skilled workforce.

The TPI effort represents one of the most comprehensive workforce assessments
the region has seen—blending insights from 41 employer interviews, six focus groups,
four roundtables, and a robust labor market analysis. The result is a rich, ground-level
understanding of where the region excels, where it struggles, and where bold new
strategies can take root.

Priority Industry Clusters

Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics clusters were identified as the primary industry
clusters vital to the region’s economy. Manufacturing employs over 31,000 individuals at nearly
600 business locations, with food and beverage production standing out as a major sub-sector
tied closely to the Valley’s agricultural legacy. Transportation & Logistics provide employment
for more than 17,000 workers, concentrated heavily in warehousing, distribution, and freight
trucking activities along the I-81, I-66, and |-64 transportation corridors. These industries are
deeply ingrained in the region and present both significant growth opportunities and urgent
workforce challenges.

Workforce Challenges

Labor shortages remain one of the most pressing issues facing Region 8. Employers across
Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics report high turnover rates, particularly
within the first 9o days of employment, creating instability and increasing recruitment

and training costs. Commercial Drivers License (CDL) trained employees, vital to the
Transportation & Logistics sector, show an especially low first-year retention rate. These
patterns are driven by wage competition, implausible job expectations among new workers,
and a broader cultural shift away from long-term loyalty to a particular employer.

A persistent skills shortage compounds these labor supply gaps. Employers consistently
cited skills needed in mechatronics, hydraulics, electrical systems, diesel mechanics, and
commercial driving. The shortage of qualified instructors in these fields further limits the
region’s ability to close skills shortages and meet industry needs. Additionally, foundational
durable (soft) skills such as punctuality, communication, and workplace reliability were
frequently noted as areas where many new hires fall short, hindering long-term retention
and productivity.

The mismatch between labor supply and industry demand surfaced as a critical issue.
Despite the strength and potential stability offered by Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics careers, many students, families, and counselors continue to perceive these fields
as less desirable. This perception has led to low enrollment rates in technical education
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programs, exacerbating the shortage of skilled workers. Educators emphasized the need
for early exposure to industry careers and a reimagining of how these career pathways are
introduced and marketed to young people.

Regional Strengths and Emerging Innovations

Despite these challenges, the region has already begun responding with innovative
strategies. Employers are increasingly developing internal “apprenticeship-like” training
models, allowing them to cultivate talent from within while fostering loyalty and
reducing reliance on external pipelines. Initiatives such as Worlds of Work, Network 2
Work, and similar career exploration events are exposing individuals to Manufacturing
and Transportation & Logistics opportunities earlier in their educational experience,
helping to shift perceptions and expand interest. Strong cross-sector partnerships
between employers, community colleges, workforce development boards, and economic
development organizations are aligning more closely around the goal of demand-driven
training and workforce readiness.

Strategic Considerations for the Future

The Talent Pathways Initiative findings emphasize the importance of expanding sector-
based partnerships to drive more workforce initiatives, demand-driven training, economic
growth, and the development of tailored training programs. Several strategic imperatives
are recommended to strengthen the regional workforce:

¢ Build upon successful sub-regional models to convene region-wide employer-
led, sector-based partnerships to facilitate collaboration among economic
development, education, and workforce stakeholders, ensuring regional solutions are
aligned with evolving industry needs.

¢ Increase flexible work-based learning opportunities such as internships,
apprenticeships, and job-shadowing programs that allow students and jobseekers to
gain real-world experience while building valuable technical skills.

e Work with employers to develop career pathways and define job roles, enabling
clearer entry points, advancement ladders, and training needs for high-demand
occupations within priority industries.

e Support enhanced job development and career counseling options to promote
more effective transitions from training to employment that enhance longer-term labor
force attachment.

¢ Invest in durable (soft) skills development, including communication, reliability,
teamwork, and critical thinking—competencies that employers across sectors
consistently identify as essential but lacking.

¢ Expand the talent pipeline by promoting community solutions, addressing barriers to
education and employment, utilizing strong postsecondary institutions, and increasing
outreach to underrepresented and rural populations.

e Transform perceptions of manufacturing and transportation & logistics
careers through early and sustained engagement with students, parents, and educators
that elevates these fields as viable, respected, and high-quality career options.

Through intentional collaboration, strategic investment, and innovative workforce solutions,
Region 8 is well-positioned to secure its economic future and ensure that residents across
the Shenandoah Valley have access to meaningful, high-quality career opportunities.
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Introduction & Talent Pathways
Initiative Overview

Talent Pathway Initiative Region 8 Objectives

The GO Virginia Region 8 Talent Pathways Initiative (TPI) aims to align workforce
capabilities with the needs of high-growth industries, while fostering sustainable economic
growth and understanding the context in which the various sub-regions are operating.

By leveraging collaboration among businesses, educational institutions, and government
entities, TPI seeks to address regional workforce challenges through targeted strategies.

Region 8 TPI prioritizes key industry clusters—Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics—by identifying alignment between career training and education programs to
meet the specific needs of regional employers. This alighment ensures a more competitive
and adaptable workforce that can drive economic progress across the region.

A core focus of the TPI effort is the use of data-driven decision-making to identify
imbalances in workforce supply and demand. Through situational and gap analyses, this
report incorporates labor market trends, worker capabilities, and educational resources to
develop actionable strategies that enhance workforce participation and talent availability

across the Shenandoah Valley Region (see Actionable Recommendations & Funding
Priorities section). These insights support the development of sustainable industry
coalitions, which guide the implementation of effective workforce strategies.

Priority Industry Clusters

Region 8 and sub-region stakeholders identified several priority
industry clusters that drive economic development efforts.
These sectors have been chosen for their potential to
create jobs, foster innovation, and strengthen the regional
economy along with alignment to the GO Virginia Region 8
Economic Growth & Diversification Plan that was updated
in 2021. Prior data and findings highlight anticipated
employment growth in high-wage jobs, regional
competitiveness, and alighment with existing assets.
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Manufacturing

The Manufacturing cluster represents a wide range of manufacturing industries focused

on the production of machinery, parts, materials, and products. This cluster accounts for
more than 31,000 jobs and nearly 600 payrolled business locations throughout the Region!
In terms of employment, five of the top 10 industries within the cluster are involved with
Food & Beverage Manufacturing, reflecting the region’s strong agricultural base.?

See the Manufacturing subsection within the Virginia Region 8 Situational Analysis section
for more information.

Transportation & Logistics

The Transportation & Logistics cluster focuses on aviation, warehousing, distribution,
logistics, and wholesale suppliers. This cluster accounts for more than 17,000 jobs and
nearly 700 payrolled business locations throughout the Region. A majority of the jobs

in the Cluster (nearly 60%) are within the Warehousing and Storage industry, though
there are also large employment concentrations in Freight Trucking and related support
activities.2 This Cluster is heavily concentrated in the Northern and Central sub-regions,
especially around both 1-81 and I-64, as well as the I-81 and |-66, interchanges.

See the Transportation & Logistics subsection within the Virginia Region 8 Situational
Analysis section for more information.

1 A“payrolled business location” is defined as a business that has at least one paid employee on its payroll and
are distinct from non-employer businesses or self-employed individuals. One business may include multiple
payrolled business locations.

2 The top five industries being referred to include a) Meat Processing, b) Dairy Product Manufacturing, )
Sugar and Confectionary Product Manufacturing, d) Bakeries and Tortilla Manufacturing, and e) Beverage
Manufacturing.

3 Location quotient (LQ) is a way of quantifying how concentrated a characteristic of a particular region is
compared to the nation. These characteristics could be an industry’s or occupation’s share of employment,
resident demographic, online profiles or job postings. The LQ is the calculation that reveals what makes that
particular region “unique” in comparison to the national average.
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Actionable Recommendations &
Funding Priorities

Aligned with GO Virginia’s mission to enhance regional
collaboration and build a resilient workforce, the
following actionable recommendations and funding
priorities draw directly from the comprehensive

data and stakeholder insights presented throughout

For additional information on
Virginia’s efforts to strengthen its
workforce and economy, see the

this report. Using comprehensive qualitative and Virginia Economic Development
quantitative data collection, a clear set of themes Partnership’s (VEDP) FY24 Annual
emerged that lead to clear priorities for boosting the Report found here.

talent level of regional workers while facilitating more
efficient connections between labor supply and labor
demand.

Five main challenges exist that these recommendations are designed to address:

1. Anoverall shortage of workers for available jobs in Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics.

2. Aninability of employers to engage all sources of talent in the region, particularly
non-college bound high school seniors, older workers or those who have not been in
education programs, individuals with disabilities and neurodivergent people, and those
who are long-term unemployed.

3. Opportunities to retain workers and promote longer term labor force attachment.

4. Worker shortcomings in using critical analysis or adaptability to changing job roles and
tasks, new technology, or changing market conditions.

5. Deploying talent strategies on a regional and comprehensive basis rather than on a case
by case basis.

The Actionable Recommendations and Funding priorities are organized into three main
priority areas:

Funding Strategy 1: Sector-Based Training and Partnerships
Sector Coordination, Communication, and Business Engagement
Deliverable 1: Create a Business Outreach Network for Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics
Deliverable 2: Form Regional Industry Councils to Develop Ongoing Training
Strategies
Deliverable 3: Build Upon Successful Foundational Efforts Led by Education and
Economic Development Organizations in the Region
Deliverable 4: Leverage Public-Private Investments
Deliverable 5: Align Metrics and Incentives
Career Pathways, Job Roles, and Career Mobility
Deliverable 1: Catalog Employer Career Pathway Maps and Tools
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Deliverable 2: Integrate Career Pathways into Workforce Outreach
Deliverable 3: Embed and Update Career Pathways with Al Skills
Job Development and Labor Force Attachment
Deliverable 1: Implement a Region-wide Job Development and Career Coaching
Network
Deliverable 2: Support Additional Employers with Job Development Services
Deliverable 3: Assist Workers with Labor Force Attachment
Industry and Education Instructor Model
Deliverable 1: Develop a Pipeline of New Instructors for Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics Programs
Deliverable 2: Engage Employers in Expanding Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics Training
Deliverable 3: Engage Faculty in Adjunct Instructor Mentoring

Funding Strategy 2: Education and Training Alignment
Work-Based Learning
Deliverable 1: Increase the number of Region 8 student and Workers Utilizing Work-
Based Learning
Deliverable 2: Create and Maintain a Regional Work-Based Learning Coordination
Hub
Deliverable 3: Integrate Career Readiness and Counseling
Durable Skills Development
Deliverable 1: Embed Durable Skills into Curricula
Deliverable 2: Co-Design Assessment Rubrics with Employers
Deliverable 3: Implement Work-Readiness Badges and Micro-Credentials
Deliverable 4: Align Employer Hiring Practices

Funding Strategy 3: Engaging all Sources of Talent
Expansion of Talent Pipeline
Deliverable 1: Improve Labor Force Participation Among Nontraditional Adult
Students
Deliverable 2: Build on Unique Models
Deliverable 3: Develop and Expand Youth Engagement Models
Community and Family Outreach and Industry Exposure
Deliverable 1: Engage Families and Counselors Through a Regional Awareness
Campaign
Deliverable 2: Engage High School Seniors Who Will Be Entering Employment
Deliverable 3: Expand Career Awareness Initiatives in Middle Schools
Deliverable 4: Integrate Virtual Reality (VR) Career Exploration Tools

Within each of these priority areas, specific fundable recommendations are made that
address the themes and findings of this report. Recommendations contain a summary of
the issue, the key challenge facing Region 8, proposed solutions for funding consideration,
and anticipated outcomes. This provides a clear blueprint for scaling practices that will have

TALENT PATHWAYS INITIATIVE’
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Funding Strategy 1: Sector-Based Training and
Partnerships

Summary: Sector-based training and partnerships that emphasize
the leadership of employers in driving training investments

are foundational to a comprehensive talent development

effort. National public policy emphasizes implementation

of sector strategies, and it is an emerging evidence-based

practice gaining momentum in the workforce development

field. Communities of Practice such as Next Gen Sector
Partnerships highlight the foundational importance of
sector-led partnerships and research of sector-led initiatives
demonstrate that these programs increase worker training
services received and credentials obtained, substantial earnings
increases for workers, and an increased share of workers
participating in higher-wage jobs (J-Pal, 2022).

The US. Department of Labor has published a Sector Strategies Framework that outlines the
Core Components and Key Elements of a successful sector-led effort.

\ndustry-Driven

Data-
Informed
Engaged Decision
Partnerships Making

ool
“ iR

Worker Voice
and
Job Quality

3
"

Usng-Ansnpul

Industry-Driven
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Region 8 Challenge: Throughout the TPI qualitative research process, stakeholders
consistently emphasized the need for more coordinated, industry-and employer-led
engagement. Employers noted that while partnerships exist, they are often informal,
fragmented, or reactive. Educators expressed a desire for more consistent input from

employers to inform program design, particularly as they navigate resource constraints
and rapidly evolving skill requirements. National best practices affirm the value of regional
sector strategies highlighted by interview, focus group, and roundtable participants.

Employers are also individually addressing labor force attachment, and issue that is
pronounced with the employee “churn”

Develop
clear

that is ongoing. Efforts include internally career

5 . hw;
mapping career pathways and job roles and e -
Organize

providing transparency for employees to career

Partners are Sector exploration

see how career mobility can be effectuated it Sector T events

high-priority sector partnerships implement

within a single company. However, these o attsr identity gaps P o

partnerships and needs strategies Create

potential internal best practices are not sectoral
training

clearly understood throughout Region 8 programs
and its employers or how these efforts can Design

work-

influence training strategies. A strong sector- .
earning

led partnership framework forms the basis
for education and training strategies.

Funding Strategy: Sector Coordination, Communication,
and Business Engagement

Industry
- . . Members

Sector-led training and partnership efforts require Adult Basic Education \. (Representatwes from
a regional convener to organize, communicate, Community CO"eges firms in a single industry)
and be accountable for activities and outcomes.

. . . Universities _‘ .
This convening role builds upon strong efforts

. ‘ Community-Based @
underway at the sub-regional and community levels Organizations
led by economic development agencies and the puman Services Converes
iors th ) I rganizations Economic Development
Region’s three community colleges. Organized Labor Organizations
Workforce Boards,

. . . 5 . One-Stops

Using the foundational strengths of Region 8’s Strategic P

partners, supporting successful sub-regional Partners

efforts and promoting a region-wide approach
is recommended. This includes funding a Sector
Strategies Director who can catalog various sector-led efforts, convene and communicate
with stakeholders, and initiate the larger, region-wide effort. Leveraging business engagement
efforts is critical to building a talent development training infrastructure.

Source: https;/www.maine.gov/swb/sector_strategies/sector_partnerships.shtm/

The role of the Sector Strategies Director will be to engage stakeholders to identify,
streamline, document, and incubate best practices emerging from across the region to
help Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics employers find and retain workers with

needed skills and competencies.
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The Shenandoah Valley Workforce Development Board (SVWDB) is the primary
organization that has coverage across the entire Region 8 and is responsible and
focused on workforce development. With its existing cross-sector relationships and

infrastructure, SVWDB is well-positioned to serve as the regional sector convener in
partnership with economic development and educational organizations. In conjunction
with supporting successful sub-regional sector partnership initiatives, SYWDB can house
the Sector Strategies Director position and be responsible for documenting outcomes
and achievements of the region-wide effort. Taken together, this initiative promotes a
sustainable model for long-term workforce development, ensuring local businesses have
access to the skilled workforce they need to grow and thrive.

DELIVERABLES:

Various education, economic development, community, and workforce development
organizations are conducting ongoing business outreach for independent initiatives or
efforts. While some coordination is ongoing, having a comprehensive network and a
method of communicating and informing to the network will streamline outreach to
employers and leverage efforts to more efficiently utilize limited resources.

The SYWDB and economic development, postsecondary education, secondary education,
and community partners can stand up Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics
Councils to promote engaged partnerships where business partners inform curriculum,
programming, recognition of credentials needed for skills-based hiring, and opportunities
for work-based learning. Councils can build on current efforts and leadership provided

by the Region’s economic development directors and staff to ensure efforts are not
duplicative. Business representatives on the Councils can represent the different facets of
respective industries, including small employers.

A strength of Region 8’s talent development efforts is the work of economic development
and educational organizations to engage businesses and develop infrastructure that
promotes a more skilled workforce. The Region’s three community colleges are each

leading efforts—Blue Ridge Community College and the Merck project, Mountain Gateway
Community College and its new Joe Wilson Workforce Center, and Laurel Ridge Community
College’s growing advanced manufacturing and mechatronics programming—that provide a
foundation for a comprehensive regional approach. The economic development leadership
and infrastructure also provides a foundation for measuring sustainable success in growing a
region-wide sector-led training and partnership framework.
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Due to the myriad of public and private funding coming into the region, sometimes
uncoordinated and unknown to all partners, the SYWDB, as regional convener, can develop
an ongoing catalog of resources and initiatives taking place throughout Region 8 to braid

and leverage funding that supports ongoing talent development efforts and ensures that
coordinated strategies are being deployed.

To the extent possible, data collection occurring as part of initiatives, grant-funded
projects, and other efforts should seek to utilize common definitions and metrics—such as
placement rates, credential completion, and employer satisfaction—to evaluate impact and
guide continuous improvement. Further, coordinated data collection and reporting can
lead to dashboards and other transparent materials being developed to help guide regional
leaders in decision-making.

Funding Strategy: Career Pathways, Job Roles, and Career Mobility

Building strong, transparent career pathways and clearly defined job roles is essential to
strengthening the workforce pipeline for Region 8’s Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics sectors. Throughout the TPI qualitative research process, one of the best practices
that emerged is the work employers have undertaken to define career pathways within their
organizations, create job roles that promote upward mobility, and demonstrate the longer-
term commitment to labor force attachment and increased wages available by staying with
the company.

The U.S. Department of Labor states, “Career pathway systems offer an effective approach
to the development of a skilled workforce by increasing the number of workers in the U.S.
who gain industry-recognized and academic credentials necessary to work in jobs that are
in-demand. To align educational offerings with business needs, career pathways systems
engage business in the development of educational programs up front.”

Region 8 employers and educators emphasized the need for clearer articulation of career
progression opportunities, particularly in a competitive labor market where candidates
weigh job options based on advancement potential. Many employers acknowledged

that while internal career pathways exist, they are not always formally documented,
marketed, or communicated effectively to current or prospective employees. Focus group
participants also stress that defining entry-level job expectations, mid-level progression,
and leadership opportunities would help align educational training and candidate
preparation more closely with industry needs.

In conjunction with the sector convening role, a Career Pathways mapping initiative can be
undertaken as part of the Sector-Based Training and Partnership initiative. The intent of
this initiative it to capture the best practices occurring with Region 8 Manufacturing and

Transportation & Logistics employers and scale them region-wide.
TALENT PATHWAYS INITIATIVE y




DELIVERABLES:

Using methodologies for career pathway mapping, SYWDB and the Sector Partners can
work in conjunction to document existing Region 8 employer-developed career pathways
and job roles and undertake the development of a comprehensive set of career pathway
maps for the growth occupations in Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics. These
career pathway maps and job roles then become the definitive set of tools used for
targeting education and training investments. The career pathway maps will contain the
technical and durable skills needed for advancement and the aligned credentials needed
for career mobility.

Career pathway information would be integrated into all regional workforce development
marketing materials, outreach campaigns, and youth engagement initiatives to showcase
long-term career opportunities in Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics. This
includes not only promoting career ladders and earning potential but also ensuring that
materials are visually engaging, accessible across platforms, and tailored to resonate

with different audiences—including students, parents, educators, and career switchers.
Messaging should emphasize both the upward mobility and the variety of roles available,
while aligning with regional branding strategies and employer testimonials to enhance
authenticity and impact.

As part of career pathways development and cataloging, sector
partner stakeholders should prioritize the integration of artificial g
intelligence (Al) literacy and application into career pathways. d
According to a recent analysis by the Federal Reserve Bank
of Atlanta, over 628,000 job postings in 2024 required at
least one Al-related skill, reflecting a growing demand
across all educational tiers—from high school . .
'

diplomas to graduate degree level employment. This
trend reinforces the need to equip learners with ;
foundational Al competencies to ensure adaptability - — 4K

across sectors.
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Funding Strategy: Job Development and Labor Force Attachment

Perhaps the greatest challenge facing employers in Region 8 is retaining talent once
someone has been hired. Multiple employers reported that efforts to recruit people for
jobs are resulting in short-term attachment to companies. Reasons for leaving quickly
vary, including small increases in wages, an inability to balance work and life issues, and
challenges with adapting to workplace expectations and teamwork situations.

To combat this labor force attachment challenge, employers are resorting to hiring job
coaches or contracting with organizations to provide one-on-one help to new employees.
Workforce development and education professionals also report funding gaps in providing
job development and services to help people transition from training and career services
to long-term employment. It is no longer enough to just help people find employment;
labor force attachment is the new focus.

Employers requested help with job development and coaching. A strategic approach is to
develop a job development and coaching transition pilot. Such pilot can engage multiple
organizations in a coordinated approach to support new entrants to the labor force with
assistance in solving issues and coordinating with employers to help these workers with
initial career success. The Region’s community colleges have a career coach model that can
be considered for expanding further to involve job placement assistance with employers.
Job development coaches can work with participants while in the final stages of career or
training services and then work with employers to support the new employee with longer
term career success for the first few months after hire.

Job development coaches should coordinate efforts as part of the larger sector-led
partnership model with a focus on assisting small employers who have less resources to
dedicated to job supports.

DELIVERABLES:

As part of the Region 8 sector-led partnership model, organizations can be identified

to deploy job development and career coaches using a network model. This model can
build upon existing career coaching efforts to develop a consistent and evidence-based
approach to job development and transitions for new entrants to the workforce. A further

consideration is identifying professional development opportunities for job development

and career coaches.
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Regional employers, particularly small and medium size businesses do not have the
resources to support new entrants with issues and supports that might be needed to
stay labor force attached. Therefore, a measure of success can be the number of these
employers who are served by a pilot program and the number of employees they are able
to employ and retain.

Participants can be tracked longitudinally to measure improvements in job retention and
labor force attachment. If an employee leaves a particular employer, services to help that
worker remain employed with a similar Manufacturing or Transportation & Logistics company
will support talent connections with these sectors and boost employment over time.

Funding Strategy: Industry and Education Instructor Model

Community colleges, technical schools, and other training providers are often limited in
their capacity to offer training programs for in-demand Manufacturing and Transportation
& Logistics jobs. A chronic challenge is finding instructors who have both the technical
expertise in their respective fields and an aptitude to teach. To address instructor
shortages, a collaborative industry-training institution model should be funded that can
compensate employers for release time to provide adjunct teaching services and fund
educational institutions to provide faculty mentors an opportunity to help industry experts
with teaching practices and learning outcomes.

DELIVERABLES:

The initiative will promote new instructors who provide needed training for skills need in
Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics employment.

The number of employers providing release time and engaging in the initiative will
demonstrate sector-led commitment to addressing a consistent gap and challenge in
increasing training institution capacity to educate and credential more workers.

Faculty at training institutions in the region will actively participate in building capacity for
teaching and learning and helping generate more professionals involved in building the
educational attainment of Region 8 residents.
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Funding Strategy 2: Education and Training
Alignment

Summary: Fulfilling Region 8’s talent development
needs requires a multi-faceted approach to education
and training. Region 8 has strong educational ——
assets, offering extensive courses and credentials e =
(see Asset Map in Appendix). However, _IQWH =
employers continue to express that employees =

are lacking durable (soft) skills needed to
successfully maneuver through changing

work environments and processes. Further,
employers are interested in providing work-
based learning opportunities beyond traditional
registered apprenticeships. For those offering
registered apprenticeships, they are struggling
with filling those opportunities with apprentices.

— . TF

Region 8 Challenge: Employers, educators, and workforce
professionals repeatedly highlighted the need for expanded
and more adaptable work-based learning models. Employers note a

disconnect between the competencies of entry-level candidates and real-world

job expectations, while educators shared that legal, safety, and logistical constraints often
prevent students—particularly high schoolers—from participating in traditional work-
based learning experiences such as internships and apprenticeships in Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics.

Additionally, employers consistently shared that even when technical skills are present,
deficiencies in workplace behaviors and attitudes often lead to poor retention and low job
performance. Stakeholders noted that durable skills are being taught in formal settings;
however, the practice and coaching of the appropriate use of those durable skills is lacking.
As one employer emphasized, “attendance is probably the biggest [issue] | see,” and “the
issue is not the number of people applying, but the mismatch in skills.”

Moreover, focus group and roundtable participants identified that early reinforcement of
these skills is essential, beginning as early as middle school and continuing through higher
education and workforce development programs, again emphasizing the need to put the

durable skills learned into practice.
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Funding Strategy: Work-Based Learning

Expanding and diversifying work-based learning opportunities is critical to strengthening
the talent pipeline in Region 8’s Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics sectors.
These opportunities bridge the gap between classroom instruction and on-the-job
experience, ensuring that learners develop the practical, technical, and soft skills needed
to succeed in the workplace. A flexible, responsive work-based learning infrastructure
also enhances employer engagement, improves student career readiness, and increases
retention of new hires.

Any education and training investments in Region 8 should include a work-based learning
component. These work-based learning opportunities could range from paid internships
to on-the-job training where employers receive funding to offset training costs for new
entrants or incumbent workers. A key feature of this strategy is cataloging current and
emerging work-based learning initiatives through a centralized coordination hub—
potentially housed within the sector convening organization (SVWDB), which can be a
transformative step toward aligning labor supply with employer demand across Region 8.
A model demonstrating the efficacy of this approach is the Valley Internship Experience
Workgroup (VIEW) hosted through James Madison University, which currently employs

a full-time Coordinator focused exclusively on increasing college internships. This
coordinator functions as a centralized liaison connecting students with regional business
services and internship opportunities. However, to maximize impact, this model should be
expanded beyond college students to include adult learners, incumbent workers, and those
already in the workforce.

DELIVERABLES:

Investments in work-based learning can be measured by the number of individuals
participating and through an outcome matrix that measures job retention, earnings, and

other indicators. Funding applications may propose the type(s) of work-based learning

proposed and specific performance metrics.

A work-based learning hub can be part of the sector strategies approach of Region 8 and
housed in SYWDB or another partner organization. The hub can serve as a comprehensive
resource for work-based learning and track all related activities, including an employer
database of interests, engagement, and training.
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One emerging strategy in Region 8 is the integration of virtual reality (VR) technology into
career awareness activities. For example, initiatives like Transfr VR are expanding access
to immersive career exploration experiences, providing students with virtual simulations
of skilled occupations. With 12 VR headsets already in use and growing investment in

virtual work experiences, these tools offer an innovative and scalable approach to career
counseling—particularly in rural areas or schools with limited access to in-person work-

based learning. Investments in training technologies like VR can improve both awareness
and access to high-demand technical careers across the region.

Funding Strategy: Durable Skills Development

Strengthening Region 8’s workforce requires a robust focus on the development of
“durable skills”—competencies such as punctuality, teamwork, critical thinking, adaptability,
problem-solving, and professionalism. These foundational skills, often referred to as “soft
skills,” were repeatedly cited by employers and educators as critical gaps among entry-level
workers in the Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics sectors.

However, embedding durable skills into curricula must go beyond merely stating their
importance. Durable skills development must be intentional, requiring both faculty and
students to identify, practice, and reflect on how these skills are used in real employment
contexts. General discussions about communication or teamwork are not enough—
students must be given structured opportunities to develop and apply these competencies
over time.

National research affirms that embedding durable skills into technical training pathways
significantly improves employment outcomes, particularly for traditionally underserved
populations. Employers are increasingly seeking “work-ready” candidates who demonstrate
adaptability, resilience, and problem-solving capabilities alongside technical proficiency.

A concerted regional effort to integrate durable skills development across talent pipelines
will create immediate positive impact.

DELIVERABLES:

Many education and training programs inherently embed durable skills into curricula, so

the challenge is being more intentional with students and faculty in identifying, isolating,
and focusing on durable skills attainment. Syllabi, lesson plans, and transcripts should all
identify the durable skills being taught and attained so students and employers have a
complete picture of what has been learned and can apply to the workplace.
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Assessments of durable skills attainment and expression are critical and should be utilized
on a wide-scale and consistent basis across Region 8. To ensure relevance and applicability,
assessment rubrics can be co-designed with employers through existing or newly formed
sector partnerships. This collaborative approach ensures that assessments reflect real-world
expectations and industry standards, creating alignment between skill-building programs
and employer needs. Education and training providers, along with workforce development
organizations, may adopt these shared rubrics as a standard for evaluating work readiness,
enabling greater consistency, credibility, and comparability of talent across the region.

To address workforce gaps and better align education with industry needs, Region

8 stakeholders highlighted the growing use of badges and micro-credentials. These
tools offer flexible, targeted validation of skills—particularly for soft skills and technical
competencies.

A best practice that can be adopted is the QA Commons Essential Employability Qualities
(EEQ) Certification, which assesses career readiness across traits like communication,
teamwork, and problem solving. Several education partners in the region are using or
considering QA Commons to enhance curriculum relevance and signal employability to
businesses.

Other platforms such as Credly, Badgr, and Skillful are gaining interest for issuing digital
badges tied to CTE competencies, industry certifications, and durable skills.

These badges help students and jobseekers demonstrate progress

even before completing full programs.

As part of sector partnerships, employers and partners
can work together to initiate skills-based hiring efforts

that incorporate durable skills and measure the number
of employers adopting technical and skills-based hiring.
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Funding Strategy 3: Engaging All Sources of Talent

Summary: To ensure a future-ready workforce, Region 8 should prioritize early and
sustained engagement with students around career pathways in Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics. Qualitative research revealed a concerning lack of awareness
and interest among K-12 students regarding opportunities in these sectors, stemming
largely from outdated perceptions and limited exposure. Further, employers consistently
did not understand how to tap into nontraditional sources of talent throughout the region.

Region 8 Challenge: Educators and employers alike emphasized that outreach efforts
often begin too late, typically in the latter years of high school, missing critical windows
when students form career aspirations. Focus groups also highlighted the need for hands-
on experiences that connect academic learning to real- world careers.

Best practices on the national level suggest that early exposure programs significantly
increase enrollment in high-demand career and technical fields, particularly when
integrated with work-based learning opportunities and industry-recognized credential
pathways.

Outdated perceptions about Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics careers
continue to limit the ability to attract new talent into these fields. Stakeholders across
Region 8 emphasized that many students, parents, and even educators still view these
industries through a historical lens of low-skilled, low-wage, and “dirty” work, failing to
recognize the technological innovation, career mobility, and family-sustaining wages these
fields now offer.

Multiple focus group participants noted the need for a “rebranding” effort to modernize
the public narrative surrounding these industries. Evidence from the sub-regions suggests
that coordinated, multi-channel marketing and branding campaigns can meaningfully shift
perceptions, particularly when they feature real stories of career success and focus on
pathways to advancement.

Other talent pools remain disconnected from the workforce without an easy means to
engage with employers. Organizations in Region 8 are serving various talent pools with
barriers to education and employment; however, efforts remain at the individual initiative
level and not as part of a regional strategic process.
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Funding Strategy: Expansion of Talent Pipeline

Expanding workforce development in Region 8 requires a broader view of talent pipelines
that moves beyond traditional participants such as high school or college graduates. Many
individuals—particularly adult learners, individuals in generational poverty, and those with
limited educational attainment—face significant barriers to upskilling and employment that
are deeply tied to family and community contexts.

Efforts to better expand the talent pipeline should focus on scaling successful practices
already in place. Region 8 already has some innovative models for talent expansion that
can be scaled and sustained. One such model is Network 2 Work, a statewide program
hosted by Piedmont Virginia Community College. Regionally, it operates as Network 2
Work in the Valley, managed by the Shenandoah
Valley Workforce Development Board (SVWDB)
and supported through state funding. The “The younger generations aren’t
model leverages sector partnerships and worker interested in manufacturing. They

engagement strategies to connect job seekers— don’t even consider it as a viable

often from underserved or “hidden” talent job option, and this contributes to

H »
pools—with in-demand careers through outreach, turnover and skill shortages.

documentation, and coordinated employer Chamber of Commerce

connections. Representative

Other initiatives that provide employment and
training assistance to formerly incarcerated

individuals returning to society, low income working and non-working
adults, including those on public assistance, individuals with disabilities
and neurodivergent people, and discouraged or long-term
unemployed workers should be cataloged, identified for use as
best or evidenced-based practices, and targeted for scaling
through funding support.

Additionally, funding for training models that expand the

pipeline of high school students and graduates for work

in Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics should

be considered. This includes expansion of dual enrollment
models, targeted funding for technical schools that are directly
training for growth occupations in the target sectors, successful
community college training efforts, and youth apprenticeship
programs that provide structured pathways for individuals to earn
wages while gaining industry-recognized credentials and, in some
cases, academic credit. For youth, this may include high school juniors
and seniors earning both credit and postsecondary credentials through dual
enrollment and paid work-based learning.
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DELIVERABLES:

Various demographic groups can be identified up-front and engagement growth in these

different groups increase regarding training enrollment, work-based learning use, and
employment.

Capacity expansion in current models looking to scale regionally can increase, such as
Network 2 Work enrolling more individuals in services or employers engaging in hiring.
Additionally, the number of models that successfully scale and realize employment and
training outcomes can increase and be positioned to impact more individuals and improve
talent access to jobs.

Building on a baseline of successful practices in dual enrollment and youth apprenticeship,
the youth talent pipeline can be specifically expanded by investing in more organizations
interested in expanding programs, initiating new programs, and engaging more students in
educational and skills attainment activities.

Funding Strategy: Community and Family Outreach and Industry Exposure

Outreach and exposure to the Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics sectors—and
the jobs they offer—are widely viewed as essential. To address this, concerted funding
efforts should be deployed to support and measure targeted outreach and exposure
initiatives. Any outreach and exposure initiative should have concrete objectives and
outcomes stated to inform the greater region and its stakeholders as to the impact of such
outreach efforts. A specific focus should be on developing creative means to educate the
greater public and families regarding opportunities in Manufacturing and Transportation &
Logistics and do not limit efforts to just middle school and high school students (however,
these groups should clearly be targeted as well).

To effectively reach and support these populations, Region 8 should implement intentional
strategies that engage not only the individual learner or worker, but also their families and
support systems. Outreach efforts should include parents, spouses, guardians, and other
influencers who often shape decisions about education, employment, and reskilling. This
can involve community-based workshops, family-inclusive career counseling, and trusted
messengers to communicate opportunities in manufacturing, logistics, and other high-
demand sectors.

Positioning workforce development as a community-wide opportunity—rather than an
individual responsibility—can increase participation from non-traditional populations and
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DELIVERABLES:

Families who are experiencing generational poverty or lack of educational attainment
or other barriers to entry often struggle with breaking these cycles with their children.
Therefore, recognizing that a community approach to addressing talent deficits means
discovering innovative ways to engage the whole family and support system around
students and workers.

A measurable outcome can include developing and launching a multi-faceted, multi-media
campaign targeted generally at changing perceptions, and specifically at reaching key
talent pools. Stories utilizing different content can highlight modern Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics careers, feature testimonials from young professionals and local
employers, and demonstrate the earnings and career mobility options of the two sectors.

A strategic opportunity exists to better support high school seniors who plan to enter the
workforce immediately after graduation but lack clear postsecondary plans. Many of these
students are overlooked in traditional college or credential-focused pipelines, yet they
represent a critical untapped segment of the emerging workforce.

A coordinated, regional campaign engaging students before graduation can result in more
students entering Manufacturing or Transportation & Logistics training programs and/or
directly into employment. An initiative can include career exploration resources, employer
showcases, on-the-spot interviews, and structured entry points into employment, training,
or apprenticeships.

Many individuals interviewed feel a more intentional effort to reach middle school students
through career exploration programs is beneficial for raising awareness and excitement
about careers in Manufacturing and Transportation & Logistics. Awareness events can
incorporate the variety of jobs and careers available to students by remaining in the region.
Events that promote interaction are key.

As VR training equipment becomes more affordable, utilizing this technology to provide
immersive experiences of manufacturing and transportation work environments can
garner interest and excitement for students and job seekers. Use of VR technology also
provides a cost-effective way to train for skilled positions within Manufacturing and
Transportation & Logistics industries.
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