
The 2009 American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act (ARRA) provided funding for 
“green” jobs training programs. Many com-
munities are interested in participating but 
do not know where to begin. Recent inter-
views with people who have actually devel-
oped and implemented such programs may 
be instructive.
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Introduction to Green Jobs
There is no standard definition of a green 
job. In general, such jobs and industries are 
associated with reductions in carbon emis-
sions, energy usage, environmental impacts, 
or a combination of the three. The specific 
definition of a green job is usually depen-
dent on local priorities and a program’s 
sponsor. For example, the ARRA defines 
green jobs as careers in energy efficiency and 
renewable energy industries, home weather-
ization, and green construction.

Nearly all green jobs training programs 
operate in partnerships, as few individual or-
ganizations have expertise and capacity in 

all necessary program components: recruit-
ment, training, social needs of disadvantaged 
trainees, and job placement. Partnerships in-
crease capacity, enable sharing of resources, 
and help groups with shared goals to coordi-
nate activities. They allow for organizations 
to focus on their strengths, producing a high-
quality program and making the coalition 
more competitive when applying for grants.

“For every program, realize what you 
have and what you need to bring partners 
in for.” That is the advice of Aaron Durn-
baugh, project manager for Greencorps, 
Chicago’s community landscaping and job 
training program. “Organizations that try 
to figure it out themselves can end up bang-
ing their head against the wall.”

Partnership Development
One of the key elements in building part-
nerships is creating performance measures. 
This helps focus the group’s priorities and 
improves accountability. Reaching a con-
sensus before making major decisions pre-

vents instability. Another best practice is 
formalizing the partnership with a memo-
randum of understanding (MOU). Organi-
zations that have formalized their relation-
ship strongly recommend it because it takes 
assumptions out of the partnership. Orga-
nizations can also amend agreements to in-
clude new priorities and expectations dis-
covered during the program cycle.

Many green jobs training programs 
face unique implementation challenges be-
cause of an emphasis on lifting disadvan-
taged populations out of poverty through 
skills training. Some trainees need help 
overcoming barriers to employment, such 
as access to child care, transportation, or 
required equipment. These barriers can 
prevent trainees from maintaining em-
ployment, and must be addressed during 
training and before job placement. Part-
nering with social service agencies and lo-
cal nonprofits that work with disadvantaged 
populations mitigates the challenges. Such 
partners can provide referrals, lend legitima-
cy to job training, and teach soft skills to as-
sist each trainee in becoming a well-round-
ed job candidate.

Mindy Feldbaum, director of work-
force development programs at Washing-
ton, DC-based Academy for Educational 
Development and a former program man-
ager at the Department of Labor’s Employ-
ment and Training Administration, em-
phasizes the importance of social support 
services and soft-skills training. “Without 
housing or transportation it can become 
impossible to keep a job,” says Feldbaum. 
She contends that a good job training pro-
gram, green or not, must not only ensure 
that trainees have the right skills and com-
petencies, but must also invest in the case 
management services that will keep those 
trainees employed. “It is one thing to get a 
job and another to sustain it.”
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Engaging the 
Business Community
Another important first step in implement-
ing a green jobs training program is to de-
velop a network of businesses that will 
hire trainees when they have completed 
their training. In order to build relation-
ships with employers, many programs tailor 
training specifically to the needs of the em-
ployers in their communities. For example, 
Greencorps Chicago connects with human 
resource officers at area businesses to evalu-
ate workforce needs. The type and level of 
training varies, depending on the environ-
mental needs in a given community, and 
may change over time. 

It is recommended that a program 
not only tailor training to the business 
community’s needs, but also engage busi-
nesses in curriculum development. For in-
stance, the Wisconsin Regional Training 
Partnership consults with local businesses 
on curriculum development, then gives 
them a few different trainees to choose 
from at the conclusion of their program. 
Portland, Oregon’s Construction Appren-
tice and Workforce Solutions uses a simi-
lar model. They identify the community’s 
largest contractors, then place them on an 
advisory board that recommends curricu-
lum improvements.

Some employers may need employees 
who are certified for highly skilled, techni-
cal jobs, such as electrical work on photovol-
taic installations. Training the disadvantaged 
population, many of whom may not have a 
general equivalency diploma (GED), to such 
high skill levels is an intensive process that 
can take years. When employers do need 
these highly skilled workers, partnerships 
with unions are recommended. Unions of-
fer long-term training programs to members, 
and they start training workers at the preap-
prenticeship level and move them to full cer-
tification. A preapprenticeship program with 
case management and soft-skills training can 
bring novices to the level needed to join a 
union apprenticeship program. 

Skill Development 
The needs of the community can vary dra-
matically from one project to another, and 
a green jobs training program must be pre-
pared to keep its trainees adaptable and rele-
vant. The programs should focus on provid-
ing integrated support services for trainees 
and structured follow-up assistance. 

There are two different types of train-
ing that many green jobs training programs 
use, and they require different trainer skill 
sets. First, there is technical training, which 
is the professional training that may lead to 
certification and will give trainees the spe-
cific skills needed to work in the field. For 
example, a photovoltaic installation training 
program would likely include basic electri-
cian training and certification, followed by 
training sessions specifically tailored to give 
trainees the knowledge and skills associated 
with photovoltaic technology. Altogether, 
these sessions usually account for two-thirds 
of training time. Many of these trainers 
should be part-time and practitioners in the 
area they teach. 

Next, there are the soft-skills training 
components. This training should include 
instruction on workplace behavior, career 
planning, and interviewing skills. These ca-
reer skills usually comprise about one-third 
of training time, but that varies depend-
ing on the individual’s previous experience. 
Trainers who focus on soft-skill development 
should be full-time, as their expertise is ap-
plicable to most trainees. Some organizations 
have had success in developing soft skills by 
hiring trainers who are ex-military members 
or coaches. It may also be useful to hire staff 
with backgrounds in social work, so they can 
integrate the training with social services. 

There is significant variation in how 
training classes are structured. The length of 
training programs is usually 12 to 16 weeks 
and varies depending on the skills taught. 
The student-teacher ratio also may vary, 
depending on the context and the trainees’ 
needs. For example, Greencorps Chicago’s 
trainer-to-trainee ratio averages 1 to 5 when 
training in the field, but 1 to 30 in the class-
room. Another area of variation is the cost 
associated with training. Some organiza-
tions charge money, while some offer free 
training. Sustainable South Bronx is one 
group that believes there is value for disad-
vantaged trainees to treat the program as a 
full-time job. It therefore provides a stipend 
and holds trainings from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

Evaluation
After training is complete and the trainee 
has been placed in a job, interim check-ins 
and long-term evaluations are necessary to 
evaluate the success of the placement. If 
there are unsuccessful placements, an em-
ployer’s willingness to hire future trainees 

could be substantially reduced. The repu-
tation of a training program is inherently 
tied to the workplace success of its gradu-
ates, and opinions about graduates, positive 
or negative, will spread throughout the lo-
cal business community. In addition, track-
ing graduates provides a program with the 
ability to make modifications. For example, 
if trainees are not maintaining employment 
and receiving promotions, then perhaps the 
training curriculum needs to be altered. 

These recommendations for structuring 
some of the key features of a green jobs train-
ing program are based on experience. Given 
that there is political support from the current 
administration for green jobs—and funding 
for job training programs in general—it be-
hooves communities to learn from best prac-
tices and target that support effectively. 

Sara Jade Pesek is the director of the Envi-
ronmental Finance Center at Syracuse Uni-
versity in Syracuse, New York. 
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Endnote
1  See “The GreenPrint for Success: A ‘How-To’ Guide 

for Building a Green Jobs Training Program,” 

http://cepa.maxwell.syr.edu/pages/178.html, 

which is based on interviews Maxwell School 

students conducted at more than 30 organizations. 

The interviewees were green jobs experts from 

public, private, and nonprofit sectors, as well as 

representatives from labor unions and educational 

institutions. The programs were at different stages 

of development and were geographically diverse 

across the United States. The report goes into 

detail on assessing need, establishing partnerships, 

and evaluating and implementing programs. 

There is also a downloadable budget template, 

sample budgets, a memorandum of understanding 

template, sample MOUs, and a checklist for the 

major steps of planning and running the program.
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