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Two Decades Overdue:
Growth Measures and the Future of WIOA Accountability
By Chase Sackett and Kate Tromble

In K-12 education, a revolution in methodology has transformed our understanding of how effectively schools serve 
students. The field has moved past considering a simple snapshot of how well students scored on an assessment: now 
we ask how much students improved over time. Workforce policy has not caught up. Two decades after Congress first 
tried to require growth measures in job training programs, Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) still only 
measures where participants land, not how far they’ve come. As our country confronts the challenge of responding to a 
rapidly changing economy, policymakers should seek to strengthen and more accurately assess workforce development 
programs to ensure Americans have the training and skills necessary to secure quality jobs and drive our nation’s 
economy.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, last reauthorized in 2014, establishes the structure of our nation’s 
workforce development system. Unfortunately, the performance accountability and transparency systems under WIOA 
struggle to distinguish between the workforce training programs that overperform, versus those that simply enroll people 
with the existing skills necessary to secure high-quality employment. For the most part, the system emphasizes level-
based outcomes (e.g., how much a training participant earns), not growth (e.g., how much a participant’s income or skills 
increased). This challenge has had severe ramifications for efforts to improve outcomes in the system and to ensure that 
participants most in need of services are able to participate.

However, policymakers have at least one new tool to address this problem: growth measures. In other policy domains, 
most notably K-12 education, policymakers have increasingly tested and adopted the use of growth measures that 
consider participants’ trajectories in tandem with a threshold, or level-based, outcome. These measures can, for instance, 
track students’ mastery of state learning goals over time, or assess the extent to which educators or schools are 
contributing to students’ learning in addition to how well students do on annual assessments.1

The addition of these growth approaches could substantially improve the relevance of workforce performance measures, 
such as earnings and employment outcomes metrics, and address misaligned incentives in the system. However, growth 
measures also must be tested and refined before scaling them across the system to ensure they are robust, fair, and 
effective. Key takeaways from this policy brief include the following:

	 •	� Stakeholders widely attest that WIOA’s performance structure imposes a disproportionate emphasis on 
compliance, disincentivizes innovation, and can encourage workforce boards to serve participants 
perceived as “easier to serve,” excluding those with greater needs from more effective services. 

	 •	� Although a statistical adjustment measure attempts to alter threshold/level-based state and local board 
performance metrics to consider participant demographics, the current adjustment measure is a blunt tool and 
essentially encourages states and localities to repeat past outcomes as opposed to guiding the way for 
attainable improvement.
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	 •	� Growth measures in other fields, particularly K-12, demonstrate the importance of growth measures as a 
performance tool and that there are multiple valid methodological approaches; that growth measures assess 
institutional impact, not individual effort; and that data availability is key.

	 •	� As policymakers pursue WIOA reauthorization, they should include earnings-based growth measures as 
an accountability measure for states and boards, and a transparency measure for providers and participants. 
Recognizing the need for additional research and development, policymakers should phase in these metrics over 
four years, beginning with a set of pilot states. In addition, the Department of Labor (DOL) could begin piloting 
these metrics now leveraging proven administrative flexibility. 

	 •	� When applying growth measures to the workforce setting, policymakers should improve performance data 
reporting; account for pre-entry dips in participant earnings; establish appropriate lengths for earning trajectories; 
develop larger sample sizes; and consider whether a growth metric is appropriate for youth programs given greater 
challenges identifying appropriate comparison groups.

	 •	� Other critical, complementary WIOA reforms include administrative data and data system improvements; 
investing in accountability measure design, implementation, and research; and strengthening the statistical 
adjustment measure leveraging more recent, accurate methodology.

Our recommendations build on policymakers’ recent efforts to develop and advance growth measures, including multiple 
provisions in last Congress’s bipartisan WIOA authorization proposal, as well as related provisions in Workforce Pell and 
Higher Education Act Title IV accountability.2 

We also consider lessons learned from the short-lived earnings growth measures incorporated under WIOA’s 
predecessor, the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), and consider why the workforce system is now better-positioned to 
implement this approach two decades later. (We also note that WIA’s own predecessor, the Job Training Partnership Act 
(JTPA) of 1982, had explicitly required growth measures but DOL effectively ignored that requirement.)

Moving forward, growth measures could empower actors across the workforce system to emphasize the programs that 
drive the greatest improvements in participants’ economic outcomes while ensuring WIOA achieves policymakers’ vision 
of serving those participants overcoming significant barriers to employment. Achieving a more effective accountability 
regime is critical to drive better outcomes and accessibility under WIOA: well-designed growth measures promise to add 
critical nuance and insight to pave the way for more effective performance management, transparency, and incentives 
across the workforce system.
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I. The Problem
One of WIOA’s core statutory purposes is increasing economic opportunities for people overcoming barriers to 
employment, including populations with distinct needs and experiences. WIOA explicitly defines 13 populations under 
its definition of “individual with a barrier to employment,” ranging from “displaced homemakers” to “youth who are in or 
who have aged out of the foster care system” to “long-term unemployed individuals,” and affords states the opportunity to 
identify additional groups.3

WIOA’s performance regime involves regular negotiations between the federal government, states, and workforce boards 
to set performance levels on six metrics for WIOA participants, such as employment and earnings levels. (See overview 
in sidebar.) By statute, these negotiations must involve a “statistical adjustment model” that is supposed to account for 
diverse participant needs and economic conditions, while stakeholders work together to set realistic goals. Sanctions 
for missing these metrics first require support for improvement with more aggressive consequences – loss of funds or 
reorganization – only if the state or local board continually fails to improve despite assistance.

OVERVIEW OF WIOA PERFORMANCE SYSTEM
Congress established six primary indicators for WIOA performance: the percentage of participants in unsubsidized employment two 
and four quarters after program exit; median earnings of participants in unsubsidized employment two quarters post-exit; credential 
attainment within a year after program exit; “measurable skill gains” towards a recognized postsecondary credential or employment; 
and an indicator of effectiveness in serving employers, currently defined as participants retained in unsubsidized employment at the 
same employer in the second and fourth quarters post-exit.4

Every two years, states and DOL, and in turn states and local workforce boards, establish negotiated performance levels for these 
metrics across the six core WIOA programs. These negotiations must involve adjustments using a statistical adjustment model 
(SAM) that considers local economic conditions and participants’ entering characteristics.5 The negotiations must also consider other 
states’ performance levels, the advancement of continuous improvement and return on investment of federal funds, and states’ long-
term performance goals.

States, local boards, and eligible training providers annually report on these metrics and other key details under a DOL template. 
States and local areas can leverage an array of tools, including eligibility criteria for training providers’ participation in the state or 
local eligible training provider list, to pursue their performance goals.

States and local boards face sanctions if they fail to meet these levels.6 States that miss for one year must receive technical 
assistance and complete a performance improvement plan; those that miss for consecutive years lose 5 percent of grant funding. 
Local boards also receive technical assistance for up to two years, and then face reorganization, prohibited use of training providers 
or one-stop partners, or other actions up to the state.

In practice, however, the WIOA performance regime has largely failed to work as hoped. Leaders across the system 
widely report that WIOA’s structure imposes a disproportionate emphasis on compliance and disincentivizes 
innovation. In a series of recent interviews with workforce system stakeholders, we found that leaders are widely 
pessimistic, and even cynical, regarding the effect of WIOA’s performance regime on state and local boards’ behavior. As 
one state leader attested in a National Association of State Workforce Agencies (NASWA) 2021 report:

WIOA’s Performance Accountability and Reporting requirements consume an inordinate amount of 
resources with federal partners constantly making changes to their requirements or instituting new 
edits. …WIOA’s vision of conducting high quality research to unlock the power of data to transform the 
national workforce system is being undermined by WIOA’s rigid performance accountability model…the 
performance accountability model does not reward risk-taking and local Boards are loath to participate in 
them [experimental activities] for fear of what impact it would have on performance (i.e. that it would go 
down and they would fail and potentially be sanctioned because of weaknesses in the statistical models).
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One major challenge is that the WIOA performance metrics involve level-based outcomes, such as the proportion 
of participants in unsubsidized employment or their median earnings after exiting, as opposed to the extent to which 
participants improved their economic position. Accordingly, it is difficult for policymakers, stakeholders, and participants 
to identify which programs or services are likely driving stronger outcomes, posing a serious challenge for transparency, 
improvement, and effective functioning of a market for training and career services.

Stakeholders across the system also widely believe that WIOA’s performance regime has limited access among 
participants overcoming the most barriers to employment. Many interviewees attested that boards, and providers, 
face systemic disincentives to serve participants who might face greater perceived barriers or who need greater support, 
leading caseworkers to favor serving participants viewed as “easier to serve” (often referred to as “creaming” or “cream-
skimming”). 

This issue has been a longstanding point of concern under WIOA and predecessor legislation.7 For example, a 2018 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) report found that the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service 
widely believed that workforce boards avoided serving SNAP E&T participants – who have low incomes as a condition 
for eligibility – on account of the WIOA performance system. GAO wrote, “For example, officials in one region said that 
workforce agency staff had stopped serving SNAP E&T participants in the past when they realized the participants 
needed more supportive services or time in workforce programs to meet employment goals.”8 Research has also 
suggested that performance systems can encourage workforce boards to shunt “higher-need” populations to lower-cost, 
less intensive services like job search assistance as opposed to more robust services like job training – and particularly as 
workforce program funds have declined over time.9 Notably, not all workers who interact with WIOA systems are counted 
under WIOA’s performance metrics: those who only use the “self-service” system or “receive information-only services or 
activities” are not included.10  

Policymakers intended to address these concerns through the statistical adjustment measure (SAM),11 a logistic 
regression model that attempts to account for participant characteristics, introduced as part of the performance 
measurement system under WIOA.12 Although the SAM does attempt to account for participant characteristics, it is 
unfortunately a relatively blunt tool, and stakeholders widely believe past challenges with the performance system have 
largely persisted despite the SAM’s introduction. The SAM essentially predicts, based on past WIOA performance data, 
that participants with certain characteristics (e.g., race, past criminal justice system involvement) will do better or worse 
in terms of employment or earnings and adjusts states’ future expectations based on their past participant characteristics 
in aggregate.13 That is to say, the SAM turns WIOA performance measurement into a guessing game based on basic 
demographic characteristics – like race and ethnicity, gender, and a small list of barriers to employment – without 
considering participants’ actual economic trajectories. The SAM simply is not robust enough to measure all the nuance it 
is trying to capture. 

In addition, even if the SAM was able to perfectly adjust anticipated performance levels to account for participants’ 
varied starting points, it cannot address broader challenges around improvement, transparency, and choice because 
the SAM only applies to state and board performance negotiations, and not to the reporting of provider- and program-
level outcomes. Decisionmakers need accurate information on program participants’ full economic trajectories 
to understand which programs are driving the strongest outcomes. It is also important to note that WIA, WIOA’s 
predecessor program, included a short-lived growth-based earnings measure – participants’ average earnings 
change in 6 months post-exit – for the WIOA adult program instead of a threshold/level-based earnings measure 
from 2001 to 2005.14 
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By 2006, DOL had replaced the growth-based measure with a level-based measure as part of an effort to standardize 
measures across workforce programs.15 In fact, DOL asserted that growth measures created too much of an incentive to 
serve people with higher needs as opposed to those with higher wages:

A number of states have expressed concern about the existing methodology for the earnings measure as 
previously defined, citing it as a disincentive to serving people with previous work experience, especially 
those with higher wages. The earlier definition focused on a comparison of pre-program and post-program 
earnings; the outcomes reflected more of the previous earnings history of the people served rather than 
the program’s intervention. This limited its usefulness as a measure of a program’s performance. 

The design of the WIA earnings change metric exacerbated this issue. The metric was calculated by taking participants’ 
total post-program earnings in quarters 2 and 3 post-exit, minus pre-program earnings in quarters 2 and 3 pre-entry.16 By 
considering participants’ earnings two and three quarters before program entry, DOL attempted to address the so-called 
Ashenfelter dip.17 The dip is a common phenomenon under which participants’ earnings generally dip just before entering 
training because, for instance, the participant reduces work hours to enter training, or because the training targets workers 
who recently suffered a job loss. However, the WIA design was insufficient to address the dip: as a result, in 2011, 
researchers Pascal Courty and Gerald Marschke commented that the WIA metric’s design likely distorted impacts.18

In addition, data limitations posed significant challenges in effectively implementing the WIA growth measure.19 In 2006, 
shortly following DOL’s shift away from the earnings change metric, GAO found widespread data infrastructure and 
implementation issues “compromised states’ early efforts to collect and report WIA performance data.”20 Notably, in 
addition to emphasizing earnings changes, WIA had changed how states tracked employment-related outcomes, requiring 
them to leverage unemployment insurance (UI) data instead of through surveys of participants. That is to say, this major 
change in performance metrics occurred at the same time states and boards were navigating an enormous shift in data 
collection and reporting, making it even more challenging to implement an earnings metric that involved multiple data 
points (entry and exit) as opposed to simply post-exit levels.

However, methodological and technological advances since 2006 offer policymakers new options for growth metrics for 
workforce programs that can address the challenges with the WIA earnings change metric. 

II. Insights from Growth Measures
Over the past decade-plus, researchers and practitioners in K-12 education have demonstrated the potential of growth 
measures, in combination with more static proficiency measures, to better capture student achievement and inform 
decision-making. In fact, even though federal law does not require them specifically, nearly all states now incorporate 
measures of student longitudinal growth in their accountability system as part of the required “additional” measure of 
student achievement.21  

As many researchers and policymakers have concluded over the years, the combination of achievement (annual 
assessment scores capturing point-in-time proficiency level) and growth measures (year-over-year improvement in those 
scores) captures both the contribution of the teacher and school on a student’s yearly learning as well as acknowledging 
the diverse starting points and conditions of individual students. Together they provide a more comprehensive portrait 
of performance, providing credit to institutions that help students who started behind make the greatest gains. In short, 
growth measures can be a powerful way to support improvement, by identifying which educational methods, instructors, 
or schools are driving the greatest change.22

For example, a 2026 study from Ball State University of school performance in Indiana demonstrated that a value-added 
model more accurately and equitably assessed the impact a school plays on student academic achievement.23 Looking 
at Indiana’s data on third and eighth grade reading as well as the state’s high-school college-ready assessment the 
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authors investigated the “effect of school corporations on student performance when controlling for factors outside the 
control of the school” using a model that controlled for socioeconomic characteristics of students. They found that 47% to 
59% of school-wide test score variation was attributed to school inputs (e.g., curriculum choices, teaching methods, etc) 
not student characteristics.24 Thus, to accurately understand student outcomes - both the impact of the student 
themselves and the impact of school quality - the study found a measure of growth was needed. A simple 
threshold metric was insufficient.25 

When using a growth measure to assess institutional quality such as described in the Indiana study and others in the K-12 
context, there are key considerations to keep in mind:

	 There are multiple valid approaches.

�In K-12 education, states have used a variety of approaches to measure growth, depending on factors like the availability 
of relevant administrative data and how complex a method might be for policymakers, practitioners, and families to 
understand use.26 These include value tables, student growth percentiles, and in some instances - but increasingly 
fewer - value-added models.27 Each methodology has its pros and cons. Some are limited but clear, others are robust 
but complex and difficult for parents, teachers, and decisionmakers to understand or use to drive action. Some include 
student background characteristics and others compare students with similar achievement. None of the approaches are 
necessarily wrong, but they might be wrong for a particular state. Choosing a measure demands a clear understanding of 
a state’s values, policy contexts, and intended goals.28

	 Growth measures assess institutional impact, not individual effort.

As the Indiana study demonstrated, a growth measure controls for student socioeconomic characteristics specifically 
because it is attempting to assess the impact of the program itself. To fully understand whether individuals are meeting 
expected outcomes a growth measure should be used in combination with a threshold requirement (in K-12 education this 
is measured through proficiency on statewide assessments). In that way, both individual achievement and the institution/
program impacts are captured. 

	� Data availability is crucial.

Accurate and timely data is required for any performance measure to operate properly, no less so for a growth measure. 
Given that a WIOA growth measure will include earnings data as a key component, ensuring that state and local boards 
as well as providers have access to timely, robust earnings data is essential. In particular, research demonstrates that 
leveraging individual-level data is analytically important,29 as opposed to using purely aggregate totals for jurisdictions 
as does the SAM. For WIOA purposes, providers already submit individual-level records to the state through standard 
Participant Individual Record Layout (PIRL) reporting and these records could be used for calculating a growth measure 
(though aggregate data should still be the basis for public disclosure). There are current efforts underway to expand what 
is available in a wage record and to streamline the reporting of wage data for performance measurement purposes. These 
are important efforts for ensuring the data to calculate a growth measure is available. 

Even though WIOA no longer includes a universal growth-based performance measure, a few states have begun testing 
approaches akin to a growth measure in the workforce context – their experiences so far illuminate what a new WIOA 
metric could involve. For example, Texas publishes pre-participation earnings as well as post-exit earnings data up to 
20 months later, while Minnesota by statute requires the publication of pre- and post-program wages for all programs 
funded through the state’s Workforce Development Fund.30 Similarly, a recent difference-in-differences analysis of WIOA 
programs in Wisconsin considered Title I Adult and Title III Wagner-Peyser programs’ relative returns on investment.31 

Moving forward, growth measures offer a promising approach to better measuring and understanding WIOA training 
provider quality, but applying them appropriately will require additional research and testing. As we recommend in the next 
section, policymakers should take intentional, research-backed steps to develop and implement reliable growth measures 
in the workforce setting. 
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III. Policy Recommendations
More than 40 years after Congress originally intended for the workforce system to use growth measures, we recommend 
that policymakers take advantage of new methodological developments to effectively implement growth measures under 
WIOA at last. We suggest these legislative and administrative steps:

In 	� WIOA reauthorization, explicitly include earnings-based and employment-based growth measures as an 
accountability measure for states and boards, and a transparency measure for providers.

We suggest adding growth measures alongside threshold/level-based measures, recognizing, as does K-12 policy, that 
both measures are important and should be considered together. Congress should explicitly direct DOL to leverage up-to-
date research methodology in implementing these measures, including, to the extent possible, counterfactual designs and 
longer look-back periods. (We suggest, however, that Congress and DOL afford room for flexibility in the design of these 
measures to avoid locking in an outdated approach for decades to come.) Congress should also explicitly require that 
DOL publish measures of growth for training programs, not simply as part of state and local performance measures, as a 
means to advance transparency and improvement across the system.

	 Phase in growth measures.

Especially in light of implementation difficulties under WIA, we recommend that WIOA reauthorization include a phase-in 
period for growth measures (e.g., 4 years) to count for accountability purposes, though they should be reported as soon 
as possible for transparency purposes. Applying these measures appropriately will require additional research and testing. 
In the meantime, Congress should explicitly afford DOL authority to identify a cohort of a set of states (e.g., 5 to 10) to 
pilot the use of growth measures alongside their present threshold measures. Recently, for example, Congress authorized 
five states to pilot new, more effective economic outcome measures under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF).32 And when the Department of Education (ED) implemented growth measures under the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA), it started with a pilot of 10 states before eventually opening up to all states.33 This pilot enabled states 
to experiment and ultimately identified multiple models that could effectively measure student academic growth. We 
also urge Congress to include a rigorous evaluation of the impacts and implementation of these pilots to ensure that 
policymakers and stakeholders understand lessons learned.

	 Pilot growth measures through administrative action.

Finally, DOL could take administrative action now to implement growth measures. In 2000, DOL implemented growth 
measures under WIA under its interpretation of the WIA performance metric. The language for the relevant WIA metric, 
and the relevant WIOA metric, are very similar.34 DOL could also do this by granting waivers to states interested in piloting 
such measures, recognizing that DOL has granted multiple sets of state waivers governing performance measures in the 
past.35

	 Expand measurable skills gain metric, including barrier removal.

The present measurable skills gain metric could capture a broader range of participant growth and progress in overcoming 
key barriers to employment, particularly to recognize growth among participants overcoming more significant or multiple 
barriers. For example, DOL could expand its guidance implementing the measurable skills gain metric to explicitly 
recognize key credentials, like Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) training, that can provide a 
pathway to a life-stabilizing job. Congress could also expand this measure for those participants with the most significant 
barriers to employment to include consideration of key barriers, such as stable housing and transportation, that are 
essential to long-term economic sustainability and that advance participants’ economic power to build wealth and exercise 
control over their lives as Redefine Alliance has outlined.36
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Model Language for WIOA Reauthorization
SEC. 116. Performance Accountability System.
		  (b) State Performance Accountability Measures.— 

(2) Indicators of Performance.

	 (A) Primary Indicators of Performance.—
	 …

	 �(III) the median earnings of program participants who are in unsubsidized employment during the second 
quarter after exit from the program; 

	 �(IV) a measure of growth in earnings of program participants who are in unsubsidized employment, relative to 
pre-program earnings, provided that–

		  (aa) 	 The Secretary shall implement such measure no sooner than four years following the passage 		
			   of this Act; 

		  (bb)	� The Secretary shall adopt the most reliable, research-based approaches feasible to the measure’s 
design, including, if possible, a counterfactual design; pre-participation and post-exit windows 
of appropriate length; any adjustments, as necessary, for adult, dislocated worker, and youth 
populations, and shall be informed by feedback from researchers and the workforce development 
field;

		  (cc)	� The Secretary shall carry out a pilot program for the design of such measure by selecting up to 10 
states to test and evaluate appropriate designs.

	 …

	� (VI) the percentage of program participants who, during a program year, are in an education or training 
program that leads to a recognized postsecondary credential or employment and who are achieving 
measurable skill gains toward such a credential or employment, and overcoming significant barriers to 
employment (e.g., housing insecurity, lack of transportation);  

To effectively develop and implement these workforce growth measures, DOL and states should adopt these design 
choices, drawing on lessons from K-12 and the workforce setting:  

	 Improve data reporting.

DOL has mandated that states and local boards improve the quality of WIOA reporting.37 However, reporting continues 
to be an issue with almost three-fourths of training programs reporting no earnings and employment outcomes data 
on the U.S. Department of Labor’s WIOA data scorecard, TrainingProviderResults.gov.38 While some data gaps could 
be a result of the suppression of data for small program cohorts, it is unlikely that this amount of missing data is solely 
due to suppressed cells because of small n-sizes.39 If accurate data isn’t reported and made transparent to WIOA 
program providers and future participants, it makes little difference what metrics are used to measure program quality 
and performance. One way to increase data reporting is for DOL to more seriously enforce WIOA’s data reporting 
requirements. This, however, is likely to be ineffective where earnings data is concerned as many providers do not report 
that data simply because it is so difficult to obtain. Instead, DOL should do for WIOA providers what it and ED are doing 
for Workforce Pell programs: match the data for programs and report it at an aggregate level. 

	 Account for the pre-entry dip in earnings.

As we discuss above, the Ashenfelter Dip – where participants in job training programs tend to experience a dip in 
earnings just before they enroll40 – is one of the oldest findings in the workforce development literature on economic 
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outcomes measurement. Over the years since, economists have developed an array of strategies to address these dips 
and others when measuring performance in non-experimental contexts, such as leveraging a comparison group of a 
similarly situated group of workers, or considering a baseline for pre-entry earnings further back in time (e.g., quarters 9 
to 12 before program entry, in contrast with the WIA measure’s use of quarter 2 and 3 pre-entry).41 Notably, Minnesota’s 
earnings reporting incorporates earlier reporting pre-entry, from two to five quarters, that seeks to address this issue; 
policymakers should consider an even further look back.42

	 Establish an appropriate length for earnings trajectories.

Growth measures must account for a broad array of external factors that could affect post-program earnings, including 
labor market variation and inflation (that are, of course, also relevant to level-based measures). For example, relevant to 
growth measures, recent research demonstrates that hourly workers with low incomes experience tremendous variation 
in month-to-month earnings.43 In general, considering longer time windows for assessment – both before workers enroll 
in programs and afterward – would lead to more accurate measures of growth in earnings. WIOA’s very short window of 
second and fourth quarter post-exit assessment does not allow for a smoothing of the kinds of fluctuations WIOA program 
participants traditionally see in wages.  At the same time, cutting-edge methodology promises to substantially improve 
projections of longer-term earnings gains based on shorter-term outcomes.44

	 Develop sufficiently large sample sizes.

Growth measures can be imprecise when sample sizes (e.g., program sizes) are relatively small because they involve 
statistical estimates.45 In the workforce context, this is particularly notable because many WIOA-funded programs involve 
relatively small cohort sizes. These small group sizes have been a major issue for provider-level WIOA performance 
reporting,46 but less so for state-level performance measure negotiations that involve much larger groups. Policymakers 
should consider options like rolling up programs across program years and combining outcomes for similar, small 
programs; approaches that have been used in the postsecondary context to deal with similar small sample size issues.47

	 Tailor growth measures for dislocated workers.

WIA also incorporated an earnings growth measure for dislocated workers that differed slightly from the measure for the 
adult program, calculating instead an “earnings replacement rate” that as the ratio of workers’ earnings in quarters 2 and 
3 post-exit divided by earnings in quarter 2 and 3 prior to dislocation.48 This approach attempted to distinguish dislocated 
workers, who suffered a specific shock, from the broader adult WIOA population. As AI-driven shifts continue to affect the 
economy, considering dislocated workers’ outcomes will be ever more important. Moreover, DOL has begun to broaden 
eligibility for dislocated worker programs beyond workers affected by a specific layoff or shock to include workers affected 
by “the broad and accelerating economic transformation driven by AI and the immediate needs related to America’s 
economic resurgence,” beginning with the 2026 Rapid Reskill Employment Recovery National Dislocated Worker Grants. 
Because this approach means workers may not have a specific “dislocation” event, leveraging a comparison group of 
similarly-situated workers would be more effective than simply considering earnings further before program entry.49

	 More research on growth measures for youth programs is critical.

Growth measures involve particular methodological considerations in the context of youth programs. As researchers 
Stephanie Cellini and Kathryn Blanchard considered in a 2022 paper, it is methodologically challenging to identify 
earnings trajectories for students who recently left high school – any earnings they report in high school (e.g., a part-time 
or informal job) do not provide nearly so strong a measure of their human capital and likely career trajectory as older 
workers.50 In fact, WIA had also included an earnings gain metric for “older youth” age 19 to 21 identical to the adult 
measure,51 DOL entirely eliminated an earnings-based youth metric in 200652 before WIOA reintroduced a level-based 
earnings metric for youth. Educational administrative data (e.g., K-12 student achievement scores) could help provide 
reliable growth estimates for youth, building on the current measurable skills gain growth-based measure that assesses 
“documented academic, technical, occupational, or other forms of progress, towards such a credential or employment.”53 
That said, the need for more research for youth earnings measures is particularly critical as Cellini and Blanchard’s 
analysis demonstrates.
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At the same time, policymakers should incorporate complementary reforms in WIOA reauthorization that support growth 
measures as well as stronger accountability, transparency, and decision-making across the public workforce system:

	 Emphasize broader data infrastructure improvements.

Congress’s A Stronger Workforce for America Act (ASWA) reauthorization proposals have incorporated critical 
administrative data reforms that would support the use of growth measures and the broader use of data for accountability, 
transparency, and improvement. Key measures include support for statewide longitudinal data systems, state data 
capacity, and wage data access, including ensuring workforce system access to the National Directory of New Hires 
(NDNH). Moving forward, it would be particularly helpful to provide for complementary privacy-protected, secure linkages 
to additional administrative data sets that provide for analysis by federal, state, and local actors as well as workforce 
providers, recognizing that different data sets have complementary coverage (e.g., years, employers and employees 
covered) beyond the data in NDNH. In addition, given WIOA’s statutory emphasis on reentry support, it would be 
invaluable to incorporate linkages from the criminal justice system as well. This approach could involve direct linkages, 
an exchange, a FedRAMP approved secure platform or enclave, a National Secure Data Service, or a clearinghouse 
structure, and enable both public agencies and private providers to access this data for reporting, performance 
management, continuous improvement, and evaluation purposes.

	 Invest in accountability measures R&D.

We encourage Congress to provide deeper support for the development of effective workforce assessments, building 
on the complementary K-12 Competitive Grants for State Assessments (CGSA) program that most recently awarded 
grants to 10 states in 2024. As Transcend writes in a recent paper on K-12 assessment, “If states want to realize the 
possibilities [for assessment innovation], they will need to invest deliberately in assessment R&D that is grounded in what 
the system is trying to produce.”54 The same way CGSA supported R&D to catalyze new approaches to assessment, a 
similar program focused on WIOA accountability measure design would help address some of the major, outstanding 
methodological questions around WIOA, with relevance to publicly-funded education and workforce training programs 
more broadly.  We encourage Congress to support both practitioner-led development as well as academic methodological 
analysis that support these efforts.

	 Strengthen the SAM.

Aligned with these efforts, we urge Congress to consider improvements to the SAM that would move it closer to a true 
value-added model for state and local accountability. While we recommend against legislating the technical design of 
statistical models, the SAM should, to the extent possible, incorporate individual-level participant data as opposed to 
the present aggregate model to avoid perpetuating bias.55 Ideally, the SAM would also analyze data on individual-level 
participants’ career trajectories and educational backgrounds, leveraging state and/or national administrative data, to 
provide a better prediction of their likely outcomes from WIOA-funded programs.
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Complementary Growth Measure Proposals in the A Stronger 
Workforce for America Act
We appreciate the incorporation of complementary growth measure proposals under bipartisan, bicameral ASWA 
reauthorization bill, as well as the 2026 ASWA bill that passed the House Education and Workforce Committee. 
Our recommendations would complement and strengthen these approaches:

New statewide reporting on the median earnings gains of training participants, measured as the total 
earnings four quarters post-exit against earnings 4 quarters before entry.56

A new earnings-increase-to-cost measure as one of four new required state performance criteria for the 
Eligible Training Provider Lists (ETPL) that govern training providers’ access to WIOA Title I formula funding. 
This measure is different from the statewide reporting measure, instead considering participants’ earnings 
increase two- quarters post-exit to the quarter prior to entering the program, relative to the cost of the 
program.57 However, while we believe this measure could be helpful, we also note that past cost-based 
measures led to gaming under the JTPA as boards prioritized lower-cost programs that achieved only 
fleeting gains and reduced services to “higher-need” participants.58 To address these concerns, Congress 
could provide that this measure be calculated both leveraging longer-term earnings (at least 1 year) and, to 
the extent feasible, leverage value-added methodology.

Conclusion
The rapidly changing labor market demands a more effective, accessible, and responsive workforce development system. 
As policymakers have recognized, WIOA’s present performance accountability structure struggles to support economic 
mobility and is often in fact counterproductive. 

Growth measures, if implemented effectively, offer a powerful option to restructure accountability under WIOA and support 
stakeholders across the system in realizing our workforce system’s potential. Alongside complementary reforms to expand 
funding for evidence-based services and to streamline WIOA’s implementation, policymakers could achieve a workforce 
system that is capable of responding to today’s challenges.

Building on a decade-plus of lessons learned across policy domains, policymakers now have the opportunity to leverage 
this critical tool to reorient our workforce development system towards improvement and opportunity instead of the present 
compliance-focused, stagnant status quo.

1

2

1

2

*We are grateful to Arnold Ventures for their support for this policy brief. We are also indebted to the following experts for their 
insights as we developed this brief: Kristin Blagg, Jeremy Avins, Jessica Valand, Crystal Gunter, Leslie Colwell, Manie Grewal, 
Kelsey Berkowitz, Chad Aldeman, and Gregg Keesling. The views expressed in this brief are solely those of the authors.
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About AMERICA FORWARD
America Forward unites social entrepreneurs with policymakers to promote a public policy agenda that fosters innovation, 
rewards results, and catalyzes cross-sector partnerships. America Forward leads the America Forward Coalition, a 
network of 100+ of the nation’s most impactful and innovative non-governmental organizations that develop and advocate 
for more effective public policies to advance opportunity and move all of America forward. Since its founding more than 
15 years ago, America Forward has emphasized the importance of evidence-based approaches and continued evidence-
building across policy domains, including education and workforce development. 

About DATA QUALITY CAMPAIGN
The Data Quality Campaign (DQC) is a nonprofit policy and advocacy organization that, since our founding over 20 
years ago, leads the effort to ensure that data works for everyone navigating their education and workforce journeys. 
We envision a world where data is used to drive systemic change, economic mobility, and student success. To make this 
vision a reality, families, educators, communities, and policymakers must have access to the P–20W information they 
need to foster successful journeys through education and the workforce. 
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