
  
 

 

 

 

 

Feb. 12, 2018 

Workforce Development in Kentucky Should Encourage High-Road Jobs 

By Ashley Spalding 

There has been a substantial decline over the last several decades in the share of employment that can 

be described as “good jobs” (defined in terms of salary, health and retirement benefits that allow an 

employee to make ends meet while still saving for the future) in the U.S. economy.1 Wages are stagnant 

for many workers and employer sponsored benefits including paid leave (i.e., for sickness and vacation) 

are becoming less common. In addition, wage theft is on the rise and new scheduling practices make 

work difficult for many employees.  

Considering this context, it is concerning Kentucky’s workforce development conversations focus almost 

exclusively on employers’ needs and perspectives and ask how public dollars can improve perceived 

deficiencies in the workforce. Such an approach ignores the increasingly difficult conditions employees 

face in the labor market, and the responsibilities employers should have to provide jobs that meet 

acceptable community standards. 

Employers may take the high road or the low road when they establish policies and practices for their 
employees. We need a workforce development system in Kentucky that spends dollars effectively and 
efficiently by targeting them to specific businesses within industries that meet standards for job quality. 
Such an approach of supporting “high-road” jobs will ultimately benefit workers, employers and their 
communities. 

Workforce Development Investments in Kentucky 

Our state’s workforce development strategy is being built around what employers say they need, with a 

focus on training workers in five occupational areas considered to be in high demand: advanced 

manufacturing, health care, construction, transportation/logistics and business/IT.2 While the 

administration, including the Education and Workforce Development Cabinet, acknowledges the 

importance of decent wages — with these sectors being touted as providing jobs that pay an average 

salary of around $40,000 a year — job quality is otherwise absent from state workforce development 

conversations.3 

Here is an outline of several of the state’s key workforce development strategies that illustrate the 

administration’s employer-centered approach: 

 Through the Kentucky Work Ready Skills Initiative, the state has spent nearly $100 million over 

the past two years on equipment and facilities needs for training programs in the five occupational 

areas across the state. These projects are collaborations between secondary education 

institutions, postsecondary education and industry — although very little public information exists 

on which employers are involved. It is also unknown how much potential employers plan to 

compensate entry-level employees that are trained using public dollars as well as other aspects 

of job quality.4

 The new Work Ready Scholarship program, which began this year, pays for tuition and 

mandatory fees at a state community college for Kentuckians to earn a short-term certificate or 

diploma credential (but not an associate’s degree) in any of the five occupational areas, with 



  
  

 

 
2 

 

employers providing input into curricula and other aspects of these programs. The scholarship 

can be used at qualifying programs at several of the state’s public universities, two private 

universities (one of which is a for-profit) and schools in the Kentucky Community and Technical 

College System.5 It should be noted that at the same time the state is investing in these short-

term credentials it is disinvesting in the public postsecondary education system.6 

 Kentucky also receives federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) funds for 

training young and displaced workers, among others. The state’s WIOA plan is framed largely in 

terms of meeting employers’ stated needs.7 Employers benefit from WIOA funds both directly and 

indirectly; in some cases WIOA funds pay qualifying workers’ salaries for a period of time through 

on-the-job training and in other cases WIOA funds are used to train workers specifically for jobs 

with certain employers.  

 Kentucky communities are becoming certified “work ready” and some public K-12 school districts 

— and legislators — are working to similarly certify secondary education students through a “work 

ethic certificate,” which involves voluntary drug testing and very few absences from school, 

among other criteria.8 In contrast, there is not currently a movement to similarly certify employers 

as high quality. 

Making investments in workforce development based almost exclusively on what employers say they 

want or need is problematic in a labor market where, due to lack of policies upholding job quality, many 

jobs do not compensate workers enough to support stable employment, economic security and 

opportunity, and robust local economies. In such a context, the almost unilateral focus on employer needs 

can not only hurt workers but also ultimately undermine employers’ own best interest in a healthy, 

productive workforce and thriving communities.  

Job Quality Concerns 

Job quality is rarely mentioned in our state’s workforce development agenda but should be a central 

concern. The quality of jobs has been declining nationally and indicators suggest Kentucky workers are 

experiencing these national trends. When state leaders generically describe the many employers who are 

looking for qualified workers, the quality of these employers — which is likely quite variable — often is not 

specified.  

Wages and Benefits 

Kentucky is often described as having a “skills gap,” meaning there are plenty of good jobs but not 

workers with the skills and capabilities to fill those jobs. But numerous scholarly critiques of the skills gap 

narrative note when employers say they can’t find workers to fill jobs, what is often happening is 

employers don’t want to pay wages attractive enough to recruit workers.9 

In Kentucky, too many jobs do not pay a living wage. More than 1/3 of Kentucky’s working families have 

incomes below 200 percent of the poverty level, ranking Kentucky 17th worst in the nation on this 

measure in 2015.10 The median wage in Kentucky in 2016 was just $16.73 an hour, which means even a 

full-time, year-round worker made just $34,798 annually — not enough to support a “modest yet 

adequate” lifestyle for one adult and one dependent, even in rural Kentucky where the cost of living is 

lower.11 For these typical workers, with incomes in the middle of the wage distribution in the state, wages 

have hardly grown at all, once inflation is accounted for, over the last 15 years. Real wages for workers in 

the bottom three deciles are worse, for the most part, than they were in either 2007 or 2001.12   

Meanwhile, worker benefits have been declining. The share of Kentucky workers with employer-

sponsored health insurance is 54.5 percent, compared to 59.1 percent in 2007.13 In Kentucky, 48 percent 

of private sector workers ages 25 to 64 (approximately 566,780 Kentuckians) have an employer that does 

not offer a retirement plan. And just 68 percent of workers nationally have any paid sick leave.14 A survey 
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of construction workers in 6 cities in the U.S. South found less than half (43 percent) are offered medical 

insurance by their employer, 80 percent lack a retirement plan and 78 percent lack paid sick time.15 

To improve this bleak picture for workers and the resulting economic strain in our communities, Kentucky 

needs to enact a stronger minimum wage, overtime threshold and paid sick and family leave, for instance, 

and to protect access to Medicaid which covers many low-income workers. It also needs to focus on 

raising wages and benefits in specific sectors or occupations. For instance, a recent Working Poor 

Families Project report identifies a number of ways that states can improve the job quality for the early 

child care/education workforce.16 

For the state to spend its workforce development funds well, it needs to focus efforts on cultivating high-

quality jobs in our state. Yet it is clear from the data that job quality is not a top priority. Despite the claim 

that jobs in the 5 targeted sectors pay around $40,000 a year,  the salaries Kentuckians should expect 

after completing short-term credentials — in advanced manufacturing, health care, construction, 

transportation/logistics and business/IT — may be overstated. Many jobs in the health care sector, 

particularly those for which the state is providing training, do not pay well. For instance, a nursing 

assistant makes around $25,000 a year.17 In addition, while welders in our state make an average of 

$32,000 or $39,000 depending on the job, entry-level wages are $23,000 and $26,000, respectively.18 

And more generally, short-term credentials just do not have the return on investment that even an 

associate’s degree does.19  

The federal Department of Education’s Gainful Employment data on 2014 graduates of some of the 

Kentucky programs that now qualify for the Work Ready Scholarship show they vary greatly in terms of 

earnings, with many earning low wages when they graduate.  

   

Many Jobs Available to Work Ready Scholarship Graduates Don’t 

Pay That Well 

Earnings of individuals after graduation in 2014 from Kentucky programs now eligible for Work Ready 

Scholarships 

Institution Name 

Undergraduate Certificate or Diploma 

Program 

Median 

Earning 

Amount 

Mean 

Earnings 

Amount 

Ashland Community and 

Technical College 

Computer and Information Sciences, 

General. 
$25,361  $34,339  

Ashland Community and 

Technical College 
Welding Technology/Welder. $49,036  $41,417  

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 

Computer and Information Sciences, 

General. 
$15,395  $17,764  

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 
Electrician. $28,673  $34,506  

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 

Heating, Air Conditioning, Ventilation and 

Refrigeration Maintenance 

Technology/Technician. 

$30,705  $31,383  



  
  

 

 
4 

 

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 

Industrial Mechanics and Maintenance 

Technology. 
$31,067  $31,270  

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 

Diesel Mechanics 

Technology/Technician. 
$32,872  $30,026  

Big Sandy Community and 

Technical College 

Business Administration and 

Management, General. 
$18,367  $18,515  

Elizabethtown Community and 

Technical College 

Medical Administrative/Executive 

Assistant and Medical Secretary. 
$22,488  $20,131  

Henderson Community College Medical/Clinical Assistant. $22,680  $21,290  

Somerset Community College Electrician. $25,025  $30,516  

Somerset Community College 
Industrial Mechanics and Maintenance 

Technology. 
$51,145  $52,899  

Somerset Community College 
Autobody/Collision and Repair 

Technology/Technician. 
$12,759  $16,158  

Somerset Community College 
Medical Administrative/Executive 

Assistant and Medical Secretary. 
$18,409  $17,455  

Somerset Community College 
Accounting Technology/Technician and 

Bookkeeping. 
$22,933  $19,423  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 

Computer and Information Sciences, 

General. 
$11,530  $16,473  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 

Heating, Air Conditioning, Ventilation and 

Refrigeration Maintenance 

Technology/Technician. 

$10,999  $14,045  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 

Diesel Mechanics 

Technology/Technician. 
$20,471  $20,736  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 
Welding Technology/Welder. $10,058  $18,658  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 

Construction/Heavy 

Equipment/Earthmoving Equipment 

Operation. 

$7,502  $21,575  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 
Medical/Clinical Assistant. $12,459  $13,703  

Southeast Kentucky Community 

and Technical College 
Surgical Technology/Technologist. $16,254  $17,509  

Sullivan University 
Medical Insurance Coding 

Specialist/Coder. 
$18,500  $22,766  
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West Kentucky Community and 

Technical College 

Computer and Information Sciences, 

General 
$25,188  $28,223  

West Kentucky Community and 

Technical College 
Electrician $29,145  $31,640  

West Kentucky Community and 

Technical College 

Industrial Mechanics and Maintenance 

Technology. 
$38,181  $41,708  

West Kentucky Community and 

Technical College 

Business Administration and 

Management, General. 
$21,423  $22,910  

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Gainful Employment Data, 2014. 

 Kentucky Center for Economic Policy | kypolicy.org 

The majority of job growth in Kentucky is in low-wage jobs. Eight of the 10 most common occupations in 

our state according to job projections through 2024 pay less than $15 an hour on average and 3 pay less 

than $10 an hour; just 2 of these 10 occupations require an associate’s degree or higher (registered 

nurses and general/operations managers).20 In Kentucky, 76.5 percent of jobs are in occupations that 

have median annual pay below 200 percent of the poverty level for a family of 4; Kentucky ranks 9th 

worst in the nation on that measure.21  

Even manufacturing jobs, which are widely considered to be good jobs, are now characterized by 

declining wages and working conditions.22 In fact, in Kentucky 28 percent of production workers’ families 

are enrolled in public safety net programs such as Medicaid and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP), formerly known as “food stamps,” due to low wages.23 

The table below shows the number of workers by industry in Kentucky whose incomes are low enough to 

receive SNAP. 24 The state’s five occupational areas of focus are all represented here.  
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Scheduling and Sick Leave 

Relatively recent developments in job scheduling practices are contributing to very difficult working 

conditions for many. In addition, many jobs do not provide workers with any paid sick leave and may 

sanction workers who do not come to work when ill, even with a doctor’s note. These practices wreak 

havoc on workers’ lives, make it especially difficult for parents to hold jobs and contribute to turnover. 

State and federal workforce development dollars should not be used to support employers with these 

policies.  

“Just-in-time” scheduling, for instance, is a practice employers use to more precisely match staff with 
consumer demand. For instance, if it is a slow week fewer staff will be allowed to work. This often leaves 
workers with little notice of their hours. On-call scheduling is a similar practice but provides even less 
notice, with workers learning the length of their schedule only hours before a shift starts. These 
scheduling methods make it impossible for workers to balance a job with other responsibilities such as 
arranging child care, taking classes or working another job to better make ends meet. Some of the 
consequences of these unstable hours are unpredictable earnings; negative health effects on workers 
and their families due to parental stress, psychological distress and inconsistent child care; and adverse 
impacts on child and adolescent development as parents find it difficult to adequately care for their 
children.25  
 
At least 17 percent of the U.S. workforce has unstable work shift schedules — with at least 10 percent 
assigned to irregular and on-call work shift times and 7 percent working split shifts (when a work day is 
split into two or more parts) or rotating shifts (when a shift assignment — i.e., day or night shift — 
changes frequently, often on a weekly basis).26  
 
While these scheduling practices are most often associated with low-wage retail and food service jobs, 
their reach is much greater. Low-level health care jobs are known to have unpredictable scheduling 

Occupation Total in SNAP

Service (includes health care, security guards, food preparation and 

servicing, building and grounds cleaning, child care workers)
62,500

Office and administrative support 26,700

Transportation and material moving 24,100

Sales and related 23,700

Production 22,900

Professional and related (includes teachers, nurses and 

entertainment)
18,100

Construction and extraction 13,100

Management, business and financial 9,800

Installation, maintenance and repair 6,600

Farming, fishing and forestry 2,800

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.

Kentucky Center for Economic Policy | kypolicy.org

Many Kentucky Workers in Jobs That Still Leave them 

Needing Help to Make Ends Meet

Number of Kentucky workers receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) assistance, 2013-2015 three-year average
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practices as well as other job quality issues. For instance, Certified Nurse Assistants (CNAs) earn low 
wages and often lack access to paid vacation or even sick days. One in-depth study found even in a high-
end nursing home with much lower than average staff turnover (a potential indicator of higher job quality) 
— and where almost all beds are occupied all the time so the nursing home has the same number of staff 
each day — one out of three shifts was not according to schedule (either someone was working when 
they were not scheduled in advance to do so or someone was not working when the planned schedule 
had indicated they would be).27 Scheduling is particularly unpredictable for part-time workers, who 
typically want more hours. These jobs also often have high turnover. 
 
In Kentucky’s current workforce development programs and partnerships, there is no transparency with 

regard to employers’ scheduling practices, and no criteria that businesses avoid harmful types of 

scheduling. In addition to the likelihood that targeted industries employ these practices, some state WIOA 

funds go to service sector jobs in which unfair scheduling practices are rampant. For instance, at least 

one of Kentucky’s Workforce Innovation Boards targets hospitality as a growing occupational area without 

consideration of the quality of these jobs. 

Wage Theft 

Wage theft, the failure to pay workers the full wages to which they are legally entitled, is also all too 

common. Among the forms wage theft can take are minimum wage violations, overtime violations, off-the-

clock violations, meal break violations, pay stub and illegal deductions, tipped minimum wage violations 

(confiscating tips from workers or failing to pay tipped workers the difference between their tips and the 

legal minimum wage) and employee misclassification violations where employers wrongly classify 

workers as independent contractors to pay a wage lower than the legal minimum and avoid payroll 

compliance costs.28  

The U.S. Department of Labor’s (DOL) database of resolved wage and hour violation cases represent 

only a small portion of the actual violations that occur. At the same time federal labor protections have 

been eroding, the agency that enforces wage and hour laws has been stretched increasingly thin. In 

addition, filing a wage theft claim against an employer can be extremely difficult. Keeping in mind this is 

just the tip of the iceberg, between 2003 and 2016, the DOL penalized Kentucky employers with a total of 

$18.7 million in wage and hour violations.29  

Construction and certain health care occupations (including home health) — two of the five industries 

Kentucky targets for workforce development — are among those with a high prevalence of wage theft 

nationally.30 According to one estimate, 26.4 percent of construction employers in Kentucky misclassify 

workers as independent contractors.31 As seen in the table below, in Kentucky between 2003 and 2016, 

15 percent of resolved wage and hour violations were in construction, 9 percent were in health care and 

social services, 5 percent were in manufacturing and 4 percent were in transportation and warehousing.32 
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One study attempting to understand how prevalent workplace violations actually are, beyond what the 

DOL data reflects, found 1/4 of their sample (representing roughly the bottom 15 percent of the labor 

market in New York, Chicago and Los Angeles) had experienced a minimum wage violation in the 

previous work week — and among those who worked more than 40 hours a week, 70 percent had not 

been paid properly for their overtime work.33  

Despite these all-too-common violations, criteria are not set forth in Kentucky’s workforce development 

policies and practices that would prevent public funds from going to violators, and information about 

partnering employers is not available to the public to track their violations.  

Employee Turnover 

Low-road jobs aren’t just bad for employees. They are also a poor investment for public training dollars.  

With poor wages and benefits, volatile scheduling practices and wage theft often lead to high turnover, 

which should be a concern when scarce workforce development funds are at stake. For instance, lack of 

access to paid sick leave contributes to turnover as workers lose their jobs when they are too sick to work 

or need to stay home to care for a sick child or aging parent. Workers may also quit because they can’t 

manage an illness in the family with a job that provides no paid sick time. Unpredictable scheduling also 

contributes to high turnover as workers leave to find a more stable work schedule or lose their jobs when 

they are unable to adjust to last-minute schedule changes.34 

As noted in the report High Road WIOA: Building Higher Job Quality into Workforce Development, “When 

workers leave the jobs, training doesn’t pay off for the worker or for the workforce system — the 

investment is lost to the revolving door of turnover. In the worst case, businesses providing low-wage, 

revolving-door jobs may only be able to stay in business because of an effective subsidy from the 

workforce system to cover costs of worker recruitment and training.”35 An example given in the report is 

the common targeting by the workforce system of nursing assistant positions in long-term nursing care 

facilities. Short-term training can be geared to these job opportunities, but nursing home jobs often have 

high turnover as wages are limited and the stress and demands of the jobs very high.  

In Wisconsin, where the state has begun requiring turnover information be reported, there are many 

nursing homes with annual turnover rates among nursing aides of over 50 percent and more than a few 

with turnover of 100 percent. However, there are quite a lot of nursing homes with turnover rates of less 

Accommodation and Food Services 22.2%

Construction 15.0%

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 11.6%

Retail Trade 10.6%

Other 9.6%

Health Care and Social Services 9.4%

Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation Services 6.3%

Professional, Scientific, and Technical services 5.2%

Manufacturing 5.1%

Transportation and Warehousing 3.6%

Wholesale Trade 1.8%

Resolved Wage and Hour Violations Kentucky 2003-2016

Source: U.S. Department of Labor data, Good Jobs First Violation Tracker. Data presented 

is for violations for which industry group was available.

Kentucky Center for Economic Policy | kypolicy.org
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than 35 percent and a fair number with virtually no turnover, which shows turnover is not an inherent and 

unavoidable feature of nursing homes. When workers’ wages and working conditions meet higher 

standards they may stay for long periods of time in the same facility. As stated in the High Road report, 

“…there is no public purpose in investing public resources in nursing homes with turnover over 50%.” The 

report recommends investments in training only when nursing homes have annual turnover among full-

time nursing assistants of 50 percent or less and turnover for part-timers of less than 110 percent.  

Need for a High-Road Jobs Agenda for Kentucky 

Our state’s workforce development system should do more to benefit both employers and workers over 

the longer term. A better investment of scarce state and federal funds is in high-quality jobs for Kentucky. 

Described in the High Road report as creating a “high road in workforce development,” this approach can 

help to make the state’s workforce system “an enduring force for better job quality.”36 With workers 

increasingly facing inadequate wages and benefits, often volatile, unpredictable scheduling practices and 

wage theft, these concerns should be central to our state’s workforce development agenda.  

The following quality considerations could better guide Kentucky’s investments in workforce development. 

Low Rates of Turnover 

In order to invest in high-road jobs, Kentucky should set requirements for turnover rates for employers to 

qualify for workforce development funds. In doing so, the state should consider its unique circumstances 

and set thresholds based on industry conditions, among other factors. Incentivizing high-road employers 

that invest effort and resources in retaining employees is a strategy to create more high-quality jobs. 

Adequate Wages and Benefits 

It is similarly important that workforce development funds benefit employers offering decent wages and 

benefits. One possible threshold is a requirement that wages and benefits be at the top 20 percent for 

their industry and/or for the relevant occupation.37 

Good Scheduling and Sick Time Practices 

Our state should target its workforce development dollars to companies with better scheduling and sick 

time practices. Kentucky could require workforce resources go to employers that meet a family-friendly 

work time standard as well as a minimum paid sick leave standard. The High Road report gives as an 

example of a work time standard requiring that partnering employers post schedules at least two weeks in 

advance, practice standard scheduling (or a guarantee of a minimum number of hours if there are flexible 

schedules adjusted to accommodate employee as well as employer preferences/needs) and do not send 

employees home after they come to work when customer demand ends up being less than expected. A 

possible minimum paid sick leave standard is for employers to be required to provide at least 1 hour of 

accrued sick time for each 40 hours worked and to allow accrual of at least 6 days of paid leave that a 

worker can use when he/she is sick or needs to care for an ill child or other family/household member.  

No Wage and Hour Violations 

As noted in the High Road report, we should “not take for granted that every employer willing to engage 

with the state workforce development system has a strong commitment to worker development and 

training and plays by the rules when it comes to wage and hour laws.”  

Given our workforce development funds are limited they should be spent where workers will get fair pay 

for fair work. Companies participating in wage theft should be disqualified from receiving workforce 

development funds. 
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While our state’s focus has been on credentialing communities and secondary school students as “ready 

to work,” Kentucky should consider a “good jobs certification” for Kentucky employers with high-road jobs 

practices along the lines outlined above. This certification could be used as a minimum qualification for 

workforce development funds and in other contexts as well. In several cities in Texas a “Better Builder” 

certification is being used to indicate a construction project meets certain minimum labor standards 

(including a living wage and safety training for workers), and in Austin an ordinance was passed to enable 

only projects that are Better Builder certified to have building permits expedited for large projects.38  

As our state moves its workforce development strategy forward, high-road jobs need to be a central 

focus. Not only does this approach to workforce development in Kentucky make sense from worker and 

state investment perspectives, it is good for high-road employers who benefit from a highly skilled, stable 

workforce.39 
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