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The GreenWays initiative provides high-quality 

workforce services to employers and to workers 

seeking to advance their careers in the green 

economy. The initiative invests in 20 workforce 

partnerships across six diverse industry sectors in eight 

metropolitan labor markets. It builds on JFF’s approach 

of organizing employers and workforce resources into 

sectoral workforce partnerships to promote career 

advancement for lower-skilled workers. GreenWays is 

supported by grants from the U.S. Department of Labor 

through Pathways Out of Poverty and the Green Jobs 

Innovation Fund. 

GREENWAYS.JFF.ORG

Jobs for the Future aligns education with today’s 

high-demand careers. With its partners, JFF develops 

policy solutions and new pathways leading from college 

readiness to career advancement for struggling and 

low-income populations in America.

WWW.JFF.ORG

                                                                                      

Wider Opportunities for Women’s (WOW) 

intergenerational vision and mission of economic 

independence for women and girls is met by working 

nationally and in its home community of Washington, 

DC, on policies and programs which promote equality 

of opportunity for low-income women. For more than 

45 years, WOW has helped women learn to earn, 

with programs emphasizing literacy, technical and 

nontraditional skills, the welfare-to-work transition, 

career development, and retirement security. 

Nationally, WOW engages in organizing, research, and 

advocacy—using the common framework—to design, 

implement, and advocate for programs and policies 

that move low-income families toward economic 

independence.

WWW.WOWONLINE.ORG
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PREFACE

W
ider Opportunities for Women is a national expert 

in training and advocating for the use of income-

adequacy measures throughout the workforce 

development, economic development, and social services 

systems in the United States. As part of the GreenWays 

initiative, WOW partners with Jobs for the Future to provide 

technical assistance around economic security and career 

literacy to job training programs in eight cities across the 

country. This guide draws on the extensive resources that 

WOW has developed and introduced to the GreenWays 

projects.

The core of this guide is an economic security tool that has 

evolved over almost two decades. WOW’s Self-Sufficiency 

Standard, first developed in 1995, is a tool that measures 

how much income working families require in order to meet 

their basic needs, depending on where they live and who is in 

their family. The Self-Sufficiency Standard has been produced 

and promoted in nearly 40 states over the last 15 years. 

WOW’s newest measure, the Basic Economic Security Tables 

(BEST), updates the methodology behind the Self-Sufficiency 

Standard. It also measures the monthly cost of asset-building 

in the form of saving for emergencies, retirement, home 

ownership, and postsecondary education—hallmarks of the 

American dream and true economic security. 
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INTRODUCTION

W
orkforce development programs strive to 

help low-income individuals gain economic 

independence for themselves and their families 

by preparing them for and connecting them to good jobs. 

Yet the exact level of resources an individual or family 

needs to attain economic security is complex to determine 

and, based on location and family size, varies. A more 

nuanced understanding of these needs can help workforce 

development staff design programs that match individuals 

to appropriate careers. This framework is also helpful in 

promoting jobs for women in traditionally male-dominated 

fields.

Preparing for the BEST focuses on one element of a good 

job: sufficient and adequate income. This guide can provide 

an accurate picture of what wage level will enable a family 

to meet all of its expenses. Not all jobs offer workers this 

level of income. Instead, finding an occupation with family-

supporting wages requires long-term career planning, 

entering into jobs with upward career pathways, and 

building the skills, accreditations, and education required for 

advancement.

This guide provides an overview of resources developed 

by WOW to help frontline staff and directors of workforce 

development organizations support low-income individuals. 

It introduces the Basic Economic Security Tables Index, a 

database that measures the resources needed for economic 

security while accounting for family size and location. This is 

accompanied by an overview of how training programs can use 

the BEST Index in recruitment and program design. The guide 

also outlines recommendations for programs to develop two 

curricula:

 > An economic security, professional development 

curriculum targeted to case managers in the workforce 

system; and

 > A financial and career literacy program for workforce 

training participants.
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BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES: 
MEASURING ECONOMIC SECURITY

W
ider Opportunities for Women’s BEST Initiative 

provides tools and resources to national, state, 

and local policy advocates, workforce and 

economic development practitioners, social service providers, 

grantmakers, policymakers, and opinion leaders who seek to 

help low- and moderate-income workers achieve long-term 

economic security. The BEST Index points to the importance 

of career paths that lead to higher wages and employment-

based benefits and to the importance of savings and assets 

that promote a family’s short-term and long-term economic 

security. WOW and the Center for Social Development at 

Washington University in St. Louis partnered to develop 

this contemporary understanding of the local costs of basic 

expenses and savings needs for 420 family types at the city, 

county, state, and national levels.

The BEST Index for the United States measures the incomes 

and assets American workers and families require to achieve 

economic security over a lifetime and across generations. It 

uses public data sources to measure the local cost of making 

ends meet, expense by expense. In addition to the national 

numbers highlighted here, WOW and others have produced 

state-specific BEST data for over a dozen states. 

MEETING BASIC EXPENSES
The core BEST Index contains basic budget items essential 

to all workers’ health and safety: housing, utilities, food, 

and essential personal and household items (e.g., clothing, 

household products, a landline telephone). As an exploration 

of the minimum income families require to achieve security, it 

assumes that single heads of household and both adults in a 

two-adult household work outside the home. It also assumes 

that: all workers incur transportation costs; all parents with 

children must pay for child care; and all workers pay federal 

and state taxes, net of tax credits, on the income needed to 

pay for their basic needs.

To further the understanding of worker’s expenses and 

income needs, the BEST Index also calculates separate 

income requirements for workers with and without access to 

employment-based benefits—specifically, employer-sponsored 

health insurance and employment-based retirement plans. 

These benefits can be critical to short- and long-term 

economic security and can save workers from suffering 

marked declines in stability or even impoverishment. The 

BEST Index also distinguishes between workers who are 

and are not covered by unemployment insurance—those not 

covered require additional emergency savings to cover gaps 

during periods of unemployment. 

Table 1 (on page 3) details the national average costs of 

each of these expenses for two workers with employment-

based benefits and two children. They need to earn $67,920 

annually to cover basic expenses and save for the future. 

Figure 1 (on page 3) demonstrates how the BEST Index 

compares to the federal poverty level. In many cases, the 

BEST wage is two to three times higher than the federal level.

LIFELONG ECONOMIC SECURITY
Economic security means having enough savings and 

assets to weather periods of financial difficulty and make 

investments to move up the economic ladder. The BEST Index 

calculates the minimum emergency savings families need to 

deal with financial crises without seeking high-cost credit, 

as well as the savings required for a secure retirement. 

Projections for the future cost of retirement are based on 

WOW’s Elder Index, which highlights the inadequacy of Social 

Security to meet basic living expenses and the consequent 

need for lifelong retirement savings. 

The BEST Index also incorporates savings for a child’s 

education and for homeownership, long considered 

foundations of the American dream. The BEST estimate for 

education savings is the monthly set-aside for a child to 
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attend a two-year or four-year public college without loans. 

The cost of homeownership is calculated as the national 

average cost of a low-risk 20 percent down payment and 

closing costs on a modest home in the regional real estate 

market.

Costs for basic expenses and asset building vary by family 

type. The BEST Index measures the cost for 420 family 

types, including any combination of one- and two-worker 

households with up to six children of different ages. Table 2 

(on page 4)  shows the costs and incomes for five of those 

family types.

WHAT THE BEST MEANS FOR 
AMERICAN FAMILIES
The BEST Index can help workers and families plan budgets, 

develop savings strategies, and identify career paths that 

enable them to build economic security. For example, only a 

few of the top eight occupations that are expected to have 

high job growth over the next seven years offer an average 

wage that enables even a single worker to achieve economic 

security (see Figure 2 on page 5). As these jobs become 

more prevalent, more workers who seek security will rely on 

second jobs and public assistance to fill the gap. 

FIGURE 1.  

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES, 2010

ANNUAL EXPENSES FOR 2 WORKERS, 1 PRESCHOOLER, 

AND 1 SCHOOLCHILD VS. U.S. BENCHMARK INCOMES

TABLE 1.  

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES, 2010

WORKERS WITH EMPLOYMENT-BASED BENEFITS 

UNITED STATES 

MONTHLY EXPENSES FOR 2 WORKERS, 1 PRESCHOOLER, 

1 SCHOOLCHILD

Housing  $821 

Utilities  $178 

Food  $707 

Transportation  $1,019 

Child care  $1,080 

Personal & household items  $460 

Health care  $443 

Emergency savings  $170 

Retirement savings  $56 

Taxes  $1,060 

Tax credits  $(334)

Monthly total  $2,830 

Annual total  $67,920 

Hourly wage  $16.08 

ADDITIONAL MONTHLY ASSET-BUILDING SAVINGS

Children's higher education  $86 

Homeownership  $130 
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Armed with BEST data, service providers can inform workers, 

families, policymakers, and opinion leaders and influence 

them to rethink what constitutes economic security and 

to develop policies and programs that help hardworking 

American families achieve that security.

THE ECONOMIC SECURITY 
DATABASE:  
WWW.BASICECONOMICSECURITY.ORG

The Economic Security Database, released March 2012, is 

the newest resource for accessing localized information on 

how much families and elders need to make ends meet (see 

box on page 5). The online, interactive database includes 

the BEST Index and the Elder Economic Security Standard™ 

Index. The Elder Index, a measure similar to the BEST Index, 

determines the incomes older Americans need to make ends 

meet in retirement. 

The Economic Security Database includes BEST Index data 

at the national level and for every county and major city in 

TABLE 2.  

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES, 2010

MONTHLY EXPENSES FOR WORKERS WITH EMPLOYMENT-BASED BENEFITS 

UNITED STATES, SELECTED FAMILY TYPES

1 WORKER 1 WORKER,  
1 INFANT

1 WORKER,  
1 PRESCHOOLER, 
1 SCHOOLCHILD

2 WORKERS 2 WORKERS,  
1 PRESCHOOLER, 
1 SCHOOLCHILD

Housing  $688  $821  $821  $688  $821 

Utilities  $149  $178  $178  $149  $178 

Food  $244  $351  $529  $447  $707 

Transportation  $495  $536  $536  $977  $1,019 

Child care  $0  $610  $1,080  $0  $1,080 

Personal & household items  $291  $364  $412  $346  $460 

Health care  $136  $267  $384  $307  $443 

Emergency savings  $75  $116  $152  $106  $170 

Retirement savings  $73  $73  $73  $56  $56 

Taxes  $384  $720  $948  $533  $1,060 

Tax credits  $(34)  $(172)  $(300)  $(67)  $(334)

Monthly total per worker  $2,501  $3,864  $4,813  $1,771  $2,830 

Annual total per worker  $30,012  $46,368  $57,756  $42,504  $67,920 

Hourly wage per worker  $14.21  $21.95  $27.35  $10.06  $16.08 

ADDITIONAL MONTHLY ASSET-BUILDING SAVINGS

Children's Higher Education  $0  $43  $86  $0  $86 

Homeownership  $111  $130  $130  $111  $130 
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FIGURE 2.  

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY TABLES VS. 2009 AVERAGE WAGES OF SELECTED U.S. OCCUPATIONS WITH 

HIGH PROJECTED ANNUAL GROWTH THROUGH 2018
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THE ECONOMIC SECURITY DATABASE

Workers, advocates, policymakers, and social service 

providers who build stable families and communities 

require a contemporary understanding of the living costs 

families face and the incomes that allow workers and 

elders to make ends meet and prepare for the future. 

The Basic Economic Security Tables Index and the Elder 

Economic Security Standard Index measure the incomes 

workers and retired elders need to achieve economic 

security. The BEST and Elder indexes present local 

expenses, savings requirements, and economic security 

incomes by family type, and at the city, county, and state 

levels. The BEST and Elder indexes are comprehensive 

definitions of, and blueprints for, economic security.

Users of these databases can:

 > Find an index for a location and family type;

 > Compare their own families’ expenses to the local BEST 

Index;

 > Compare indexes or single expenses across locations 

and family types;

 > Download national, state, county, and city index data;

 > Access additional information on economic security and 

the work supported by the BEST and Elder indexes.
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16 states and the District of Columbia. The database provides 

comprehensive information on how much it costs for families 

and retired elders to cover their most basic expenses, 

including the costs of housing, food, health care, and 

transportation. Screen Shot 1 (above), from the online BEST 

Index, illustrates these costs for a single-person household 

where that person has a job with benefits, calculated for six 

different counties. These data and comparisons demonstrate 

the importance of reducing major expenses and increasing 

incomes for many families across the country. 

A detailed how-to guide for using the Economic Security 

Database is available online: http://wowonline.org/

documents/How-ToGuide.pdf.

SCREEN SHOT 1. 

WORKERS WITH BENEFITS
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USING THE BEST INDEX TO IMPROVE 
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

T
he BEST Index is a career planning starting point 

for workers and jobseekers who want to achieve 

financial stability and for the policymakers, advocates, 

researchers, and service providers who want to help them 

build economic security. This section focuses on how 

workforce development programs can use the BEST Index to 

improve services for lower-skilled adults. These uses span 

all stages of program design, beginning with the recruitment 

and assessment of training participants and extending 

through career planning and financial literacy training.

RECRUITMENT
Training programs that prepare workers for higher-wage 

jobs—at salaries nearing or exceeding the needed BEST 

or Self-Sufficiency Standard level—offer individuals an 

opportunity for achieving wage adequacy and economic 

security. The BEST Index can be used to highlight the value 

of these higher wages by demonstrating in concrete numbers 

how the careers targeted by training programs meet the 

incomes that families need. This information can be a 

powerful recruitment tool. It can be particularly useful in 

introducing women to nontraditional occupations that they 

might not otherwise consider.

ASSESSMENT AND 
BENCHMARKING
Determining income needs is a prerequisite to selecting 

the career paths that can provide economic security by 

demonstrating the value of a training program and the jobs 

to which it may lead. Case managers can use the BEST Index 

to assess the needs of individuals and benchmark their 

success in meeting those needs. This assessment is a critical 

step in developing a service plan for program participants.

During an initial assessment of a potential or enrolled 

training participant, the BEST Index can guide a discussion 

of the income the participant requires for economic security, 

based on his/her family type and county of residence. To 

analyze a participant’s needed income, case managers 

present a monthly spending plan based on the participant’s 

expenses derived from the relevant BEST Index. This can be 

used to compute the individual’s hourly, monthly, and annual 

income needs. Case managers can work with participants 

to fill out a Basic Economic Security Budget Worksheet (see 

Figure 3 on page 8) that guides these calculations. This not 

only provides useful information in developing a service 

plan, but also familiarizes the participant with budgeting 

strategies. 

This financial assessment, while critical, may be difficult when 

target incomes are far higher than the previous incomes of 

WHY ASSESS INCOME NEEDS FIRST? 

Assessing income needs, through a budgeting exercise 

or the Basic Economic Security Tables Index, provides a 

clear-eyed view of the income level participants in job 

training should be moving toward. This process can help 

demonstrate the importance of a training program and a 

career advancement plan.

Income 
Needs

Good 
Jobs

Career 
Ladder

Identify the 
income needed 
to meet his/her 
needs

Identify jobs 
that match 
his/her skills, 
interests, and 
income needs

Identify the 
steps needed to 
reach his/ her 
career goal
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the participants. Nevertheless, it may open the door to a 

discussion of long-term career advancement planning. This 

discussion does not need to be any more intrusive than other 

elements of casework and assessment, and it addresses 

matters everyone faces.

Training programs can also use the BEST Index to track the 

progress toward economic security for participants relative 

to both their initial incomes upon entering the program and 

the income targets agreed upon for careers pursued through 

the program. The BEST Index provides a baseline for these 

future goals. Each participant can calculate her/his current 

income as a percentage of their desired income: 

Workforce development staff can track participant 

income after program completion to show that this ratio 

adequately progresses against the set goals. For example, if 

a participant’s goal is to meet the BEST income in four years 

and he or she currently earns 20 percent of that target, this 

ratio would need to increase by 20 percentage points each 

year to reach the desired income on time. Training programs 

can chart this progress both for benchmarking in program 

evaluation and to guide retention services for participants 

who are off track from their goals.

Building Futures in Washington, DC, provides an example of 

how an organization can use the BEST Index for assessment 

and benchmarking. WOW tracks the progress of participants 

in the  building trades training program using its local DC 

Metro Area Self-Sufficiency Calculator (http://www.dcmassc.

org/calculator.cfm). The online tool enables case managers 

and participants to insert their household’s income and 

budget information as the basis for an assessment. The 

calculator compares that information to local costs as 

measured by WOW’s Self-Sufficiency Standard and the DC 

Basic Economic Security Tables, then provides a summary 

indicator of the participant’s current income as a percentage 

of the total income needed for family economic security (see 

Screen Shot 2 on page 9). 

current income
 
X 100 = percent of the target  
income currently met

desired income

Case managers and program particpants complete this worksheet together based on the monthly costs associated with 

living on the participant’s own or with his/her family.

ITEM EXPENSES PER MONTH

 1. Housing

 2. Utilities

 3. Food

 4. Transportation

 5. Child care

 6. Personal and household items

 7. Health care

 8. Savings (retirement & emergency)

 9. Taxes

10. Other (i.e. current debt payments)

MONTHLY ECONOMIC SECURITY WAGE:  

Add Lines 1 through 10

HOURLY ECONOMIC SECURITY WAGE:  

Divide the Monthly Economic Security Wage by 176  

(average full-time hours per month)

YEARLY ECONOMIC SECURITY WAGE:  

Multiply the Monthly Economic Security Wage by 12

FIGURE 3. 

BASIC ECONOMIC SECURITY BUDGET WORKSHEET
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SCREEN SHOT 2. 
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The DC Metro Area Self-Sufficiency Calculator offers two 

additional features. It informs participants of public benefits 

that they qualify for, and it tells them how much closer to 

economic security they would be if they received those 

benefits (see Screen Shot 3 on page 11). Finally, the tool lists 

rapidly growing occupations in the DC Metro Area with wages 

that would move training participants closer to economic 

security.

Case managers and other workforce development staff can 

use this assessment in multiple ways when developing a 

service plan:

 > Staff can use the calculator to illustrate improved 

budgetary practices. 

 > Staff also can connect participants to public supports that 

the tool indicates are available. 

 > Case managers can review the education and accreditation 

required by the high-wage jobs listed in the region. 

 > Participants and programs can measure their success 

based on this initial benchmark.

FINANCIAL EDUCATION
Workforce development programs provide not only job 

training but also basic skills education to prepare workers 

to manage their personal and career opportunities. One key 

element of this training is financial education. The BEST 

Index can be a valuable tool in teaching participants about 

family budgeting. 

The BEST Index highlights the importance of household 

budgets for managing minimal financial resources, because 

it illustrates that many incomes are far below what families 

need to meet all of their basic expenses. Families can use 

the budget standard to identify spending leaks and readjust 

their own allocations if they are overspending on flexible 

expenses (e.g., household items; eating out). For families that 

are not yet saving, the BEST Index suggests ways to manage 

a threshold level of savings for each family type. Finally, the 

measures can introduce participants to other challenging 

financial topics, including credit, debt, and bank accounts.

CAREER PLANNING 
The wages required to meet the economic security levels 

can look unobtainable to some participants and workforce 

development staff. Career planning is an essential step in 

working toward economic security, and the BEST Index can 

support that on two levels. First, workforce development 

organizations can employ the tool as they work with 

individuals selecting career pathways. In addition, they can 

use it to design training programs that prepare people for 

careers that are a good match for the needs of a target 

population. 

The BEST Index provides a baseline for identifying jobs and 

careers that provide adequate income, and it should be 

coupled with labor market information to identify the most 

promising careers prevalent in the local market. Working 

with participants, the BEST Index can reorient individuals’ 

understanding of jobs and wages toward economic security. 

This creates incentives for the participants to plan career 

pathways with specific targets. Labor market information 

resources can be found through JFF’s Credentials that Work 

initiative (http://www.jff.org/projects/current/workforce/

credentials-work/1222) and its Vendor Product Review: A 

Consumer’s Guide to Real-time Labor Market Information.

The BEST Index should be supplemented by additional 

information about specific occupations when considering 

career options. Workforce development staff can ask these 

questions when evaluating a potential occupation as the 

focus of a training program: 

 > Benefits: Does the job offer health care insurance? Does 

the insurance cover family members? What are the co-pay 

and deductible? Can workers easily access services when 

needed?

 > Paid sick and vacation days: Can workers accrue paid 

sick and annual leave? If not, what is the policy to make up 

missed days of work? How flexible is the work schedule? 

 > Location: How long is the commute? Is the location easily 

accessible via public transportation? Do participants feel 

safe in this work environment?

 > Hours: What does the work schedule look like? Do the 

hours require additional child care? Do the hours prevent 

using public transportation? If work occurs at night, do 

workers feel safe getting home and is a security guard 

present? 

 > Training: What kind of on-the-job training is provided? Are 

there opportunities to learn and grow into higher-paying 

positions?

 > Career path: Is there a defined career path? Can workers 

progress along that path through experience or will they 

need additional training? Are mentors available?
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SCREEN SHOT 3. 
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 > Work environment: Who are the other workers? Do 

people work with others or alone? Do participants feel 

comfortable in the work setting?

Workforce development staff seeking to match a training 

participant to a particular occupation can supplement these 

questions with an exploration of how a career aligns with 

the individual’s personality and interests. Workshop 3 of the 

Connections to Careers Curriculum on page 15 provides ideas 

on how to do this.

ASSEMBLING AN INDIVIDUAL 
ECONOMIC SECURITY PLAN
An economic security plan summarizes all of this planning for 

an individual’s key goals in one place. It also highlights the 

long-term economic security goals set by a participant. 

There are four key steps in developing an individualized 

economic security plan (see Figure 4):

1. Assessment, detailed above, defines a clear starting point 

and identifies unique participant needs. 

2. Participants explore their career dreams, evaluate the 

opportunities to reach those dreams, and set realistic 

short- and long-term goals. 

3. The case manager identifies resources to support the 

participant on his or her pathway and connects him or her 

to those assets and services. 

4. Ongoing staff support ensures that the participant can 

follow the individualized plan.

A comprehensive Economic Security Plan might include the 

following: 

 > An Individual Employment Plan;

 > A completed budget worksheet, accompanied by a 

summary calculator report showing test work supports;

 > A completed financial goal-setting form and action plan;

 > The results of skills, values, and interest assessments;

 > A list of occupations fitting skills, values, and interests; 

 > A summary of the participant’s intended career pathway 

into a long-term career goal, including multiple options to 

achieving that goal;

 > A summary calculator report showing test wages for 

options along the career path;

 > A tracking tool that notes, upon the participant’s exit, 

where the participant is on his or her career path and how 

the individual plans to continue.

FIGURE 4.  

STEPS IN DEVELOPING AN INDIVIDUAL ECONOMIC SECURITY PLAN

ASSESSMENT

IDENTIFYING AND 

CONNECTING WITH 

RESOURCES

GOAL SETTING
CONTINUING 

SUPPORT

 > Income needs

 > Knowledge, skills, 

and abilities

 > Education and 

employment history

 > Resources

 > Career exploration

 > Education needs

 > Savings goals

 > Income supports

 > Supportive services

 > Job readiness/

training

 > Skill development

 > Evaluating progress

 > Troubleshooting 

challenges

 > Benchmarking



Jobs for the Future   13  

THE CASE MANAGER                     
TRAIN-THE-TRAINER CURRICULUM

C
ase managers are critical: they ensure that 

participants in the workforce system learn about 

and plan for their economic security. The full value 

of the BEST Index and other financial planning tools will not 

be realized without the buy-in and understanding of these 

frontline staff members. Therefore, workforce development 

organizations can maximize the use of these resources by 

preparing their case managers to incorporate economic 

security planning into their coaching of jobseekers. 

While each workforce development organization will tailor 

its staff training to its own program designs, much of 

the necessary content is common across programs. This 

guide recommends creating a four-module curriculum 

covering basic issues of economic security. The content 

recommendations are based on WOW’s experience training 

case managers. A strong curriculum introduces the concepts 

of economic security and financial and career planning, and 

demonstrates how to synthesize all of this into individualized 

economic security plans. The curriculum should build on the 

skills that case managers bring to their work, while being fun 

and informative. Program directors can use these module 

topics and competencies as the basis for their own custom 

curricula.

MODULE 1.

WHAT IS  ECONOMIC SECURITY?  WHY 
IS  IT  IMPORTANT IN  WORKFORCE 
DEVELOPMENT CAREER COUNSEL ING? 
This module introduces the concept of economic security and 

how it relates to the work that case managers already do. 

The module can empower workforce development staff 

by providing them with tools for their work. For example, 

the lesson could explain the BEST Index and demonstrate 

how it can be used in case management in the workforce 

system. Illustrate lessons with clear examples of how an 

understanding of economic security can enhance a case 

manager’s ability to assist participants with financial and 

career planning. 

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Module:

 > Ability to utilize the concept of economic security

 > Ability to understand how the economic security standard 

differs from current WIA eligibility standards and/or the 

federal poverty level

 > Ability to use the Self-Sufficiency Calculator and Basic 

Economic Security Tables to input complete financial data, 

interpret results of data, and discuss results of calculator 

with participant

SAMPLE CURRICULUM

WOW and the Workforce Development Council of Seattle-

King County developed a curriculum that incorporates 

the four modules of a case management curriculum. Each 

module provides hands-on tools that case managers can 

use as well as interactive opportunities for case managers 

to test out these new theories and tools. 

Additional information about the Case Manager Train the 

Trainer Curriculum is available at: http://www.wowonline.

org/ourprograms/promising/seven/02cs01.asp 
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MODULE 2.

F INANCIAL  PLANNING 
After mastering the basic concepts and tools of economic 

security, the next step is for case managers to learn how 

to use participants’ financial data with local and national 

tools and resources to evaluate information on participants’ 

economic needs and resources. Content areas for this module 

can include the most crucial aspects of financial planning, 

such as budgeting and calculating which work supports are 

necessary to address the gap between current wages and 

economic security wages. 

Reinforce these lessons by providing hands-on activities. 

For example, case managers practice counseling training 

participants using financial scenarios ranging from little 

income/no savings to a temporary period of unemployment/

significant savings. 

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Module:

 > Ability to use financial data collected from the Self-

Sufficiency Standard and Basic Economic Security Tables

 > Ability to interpret information on participant economic 

needs, including monthly income and expenses, wage 

adequacy, tax credits

 > Ability to integrate information on available work 

support resources, savings, income, and tax credits into 

participant’s financial plan

 > Ability to assist participants with the preparation of 

personal financial statements and personal budgets

 > Ability to assist participants with cash management and 

savings, developing savings habits and an emergency fund, 

use of credit, income tax planning, asset development, and 

retirement planning basics where appropriate 

MODULE 3.

CAREER EXPLORATION AND PLANNING 
Case managers best help participants by connecting 

economic security planning to specific career pathways. This 

module provides instruction on how to apply information 

from a participant’s personal BEST and Self-Sufficiency 

Standard, local labor market information, assessment 

information, and other applicable local and national 

resources toward making education plans and career choices 

that lead toward economic security. Locally customize the 

curriculum content to utilize labor market information, tools, 

and sources specific to the workforce development region. 

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Module:

 > Ability to identify growth occupations in the local labor 

market

 > Ability to locate and use employment resources in the 

community

 > Ability to understand procedures for and utilize tools 

related to assessment of career interest and aptitudes

 > Ability to use results of assessments to identify areas of 

career interest that satisfy wage requirements identified 

through the calculator and financial plan

 > Ability to identify and apply information about education 

and training opportunities to career choice

MODULE 4.

PARTIC IPANT GOALS AND ECONOMIC 
SECURITY  PLANNING 
The final module needs to show case managers how to roll up 

the information from the previous modules into a long-term 

economic security plan that reflects individual career goals, 

education plans, financial needs, and resources. Include 

tools, worksheets, and handouts in the training, which case 

managers can use when developing economic security plans.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Module:

 > Ability to utilize information gathered through the use of 

the calculator and financial and career planning to create a 

written economic security plan 

 > Ability to establish with each individual participant:

 » personal, educational, and workplace goals

 » job training needs and learning goals

 » specific action steps and a schedule to achieving goals

 » a plan for accessing available training, education, and 

work support resources

 » people in the home and community who can provide 

support towards goal achievement

 > Ability to assist participants in maintaining and using the 

economic security plan
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THE CONNECTIONS TO CAREERS 
CURRICULUM

C
areer literacy is important for not only case 

managers but also for the people they serve. A 

strong curriculum in this area positions participants 

in a job training program to achieve economic security after 

completing it. Without adequate knowledge of how much it 

costs to support a family and how much specific jobs pay, 

it is difficult to plan for the education and training needed 

for self-sufficiency. This is particularly true for low-income 

individuals who may not have been exposed to a wide variety 

of career possibilities, particularly those with ladders to high 

wages and good benefits.

Training programs can offer workshops on money 

management and career literacy for adults searching for 

suitable employment. The curriculum can take many forms; 

these recommendations are based on the Connections 

to Careers series that WOW uses in its home community 

of Washington, DC. When developing a career literacy 

curriculum, programs can leverage the BEST Index as an 

economic frame. A strong curriculum offers participants the 

tools and resources to develop concrete career plans that 

lead to economic security for themselves and their families.

A successful career literacy curriculum guides participants 

through the key elements of financial planning, from 

the concepts of work and economic security to career 

exploration and planning. It also arms participants with basic 

job development skills (e.g., resume writing; interviewing). 

Successful workshops are concise (e.g., 90 minutes), 

interactive, and offer the concrete tools and resources 

participants need to select and succeed in a good career. The 

workshops should incorporate staff support as participants 

identify career options that best fit their interests and skills, 

while also paying enough for households to meet all their 

expenses.

WORKSHOP 1. 
CONCEPTS OF WORK
Several exercises can introduce participants to a wide variety 

of careers with ladders leading to high wages and good 

benefits. For example, participants could create a family tree 

that includes: family members’ work at different times in 

history and whether this work was paid or unpaid; why the 

person did this work; and the level of economic security the 

family experienced. Trainers can facilitate a discussion about 

the factors that make a job “good,” including salary and 

benefits. Participants should be encouraged to draw on their 

own work experiences and the influence that has had on their 

attitudes toward work. Finally, the curriculum can explore a 

wide variety of careers with ladders to higher wages.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Ability to explore varied work histories and historical work 

benefits

 > Ability to evaluate different levels of paid work in relation 

to maintaining economic security

 > Ability to explore and assess defining factors of a “good” 

job, including salary and benefits

 > Ability to incorporate individual experiences to analyze 

general attitudes towards work

 > Ability to explore and assess a wide variety of careers with 

ladders to higher wages and good benefits

WORKSHOP 2. 
BUDGETING FOR ECONOMIC 
SECURITY
Another key curriculum topic is how much income is needed 

to achieve economic security, as well as strategies for 

managing finances to attain and maintain that security. 

The Reality Store game can be purchased to illustrate the 

true and changing costs of making basic ends meet and 

the income needed to support a family. The game helps 
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participants learn that a job providing economic security for 

a single adult may not be enough for an adult and child. The 

workshop should also cover key savings vehicles that provide 

economic security and how to save for the future. 

Combine these lessons in a budget exercise in which 

participants use the BEST Index or another resource to 

calculate how much income an individual or family needs to 

be secure. BEST’s online calculator also highlights local labor 

market data and identifies high-wage, high-demand trades 

occupations that do not require a four-year postsecondary 

degree.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Ability to understand and utilize the BEST Tables to 

calculate individual and family income levels to maintain 

basic economic security

 > Ability to evaluate the true changing costs of making basic 

ends meet and to determine the income and job needed to 

support a family in one’s local community

 > Ability to evaluate key savings vehicles that provide 

economic security

 > Knowledge of basic financial planning and how to save for 

the future

WORKSHOP 3. 
CAREER VISIONING AND 
EXPLORATION
Prepared with an understanding of work and income 

needs, the next step is for participants to identify their 

own potential career matches. Begin with an exercise to 

determine their personality types (i.e., Realistic, Investigative, 

Artistic, Social, Enterprising, or Conventional), then use the 

findings as an opening to explore associated careers. The 

U.S. Department of Labor’s O*Net OnLine (www.onetonline.

org) can be used to develop occupational profiles for the 

careers they wish to pursue. Recognize all class participants 

and incorporate lessons about why to consider nontraditional 

work for women.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Ability to explore and assign individual personality types

 > Ability to differentiate and identify the strengths among 

professional personality types (i.e., Realistic, Investigative, 

Artistic, Social, Enterprising, Conventional)

 > Ability to explore various types of careers that match an 

individual’s personality type

 > Ability to understand and utilize resources (e.g.,             

www.onetonline.org) to develop occupational profiles

 > Knowledge of nontraditional work for women and the 

importance of such “good” jobs

WORKSHOP 4. 
CAREER GOALS AND PLANNING 
Building on the previous session’s personality assessment, 

help participants assess their workplace strengths and 

identify potential career matches for their professional 

personality types. This is used as the basis for participants to 

develop step-by-step career and life plans. 

Guide participants to define their goals and objectives as part 

of developing a “S.M.A.R.T” goals plan that aligns with their 

career of choice. Such goals are Specific, Measurable, Action-

oriented, Realistic, and Time-based. 

Incorporate the importance of education in career 

advancement into this lesson plan. Participants should learn 

about how to build credentials, the various degrees available 

to them, and the steps to college. A financial education 

component can cover how to pay for tuition, including 

accessing financial aid.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Ability to identify professional personality types and 

potential career matches

 > Ability to assess and evaluate workplace strengths and how 

to translate these strengths into succeeding in “good” jobs

 > Ability to develop career/life plans with the support of 

career advisors

 > Ability to understand and access financial aid support

 > Knowledge of how to build necessary and strong 

credentials for professional development purposes

 > Ability to evaluate and develop a S.M.A.R.T. goals plan for 

future career aspirations

 > Understanding of the importance of education and possible 

credentials to pursue 

 > Knowledge of the steps needed to pursue postsecondary 

education

 > Knowledge, understanding, and skill mastery of how to 

finance education and maximize financial aid supports



Jobs for the Future   17  

WORKSHOP 5. 
MARKETING YOURSELF: WRITING 
A RESUME AND COVER LETTER 
The training should include workshops that help participants 

market themselves as they seek employment. Begin 

this workshop by educating participants about the key 

components of a resume and how to build a strong one even 

with limited work experience. Participants should review the 

formats and content of cover letters. 

Next, ask them to draft their own resumes and cover letters. 

Through multiple edits, participants learn to perfect their 

documents to most accurately represent themselves while 

increasing their appeal to prospective employers. 

Finally, teach them how to answer the question, “Can you tell 

me more about yourself?” Participants learn to explain who 

they are to future employers, peers, and others.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Ability to distinguish a properly written and assembled 

resume from a poorly written one

 > Ability to write a strong resume incorporating key 

components and focusing on the strengths of one’s 

background, even with limited work experience

 > Ability to evaluate and develop strong and succinct cover 

letters that appeal to prospective employers

 > Ability to thoroughly edit resumes and cover letters to the 

point of near precision

 > Ability to develop and competently deliver an “elevator 

speech” to prospective employers

WORKSHOP 6. 
MARKETING YOURSELF: 
INTERVIEWING SKILLS
The final workshop should prepare participants to secure 

a job. Conducting mock interviews helps participants to 

master the job-interview process. Begin the lesson plan by 

covering important interviewing skills and tips, and follow it 

with a mock interview role play between a facilitator and an 

assistant. Participants can interview one another to practice 

key concepts and then participate in different interview 

scenarios (e.g., over the phone, in person, in a writing test) 

to practice and refine their interviewing skills. Close the 

workshop with a final review of and reflection on the key 

ideas presented in all six sessions.

Sample Competencies Achieved in this Workshop:

 > Knowledge and familiarity of key interviewing skills and the 

interview process

 > Ability to handle with ease and skill a variety of interview 

situations, including telephone and in-person interviews

 > Ability to perform a thorough overall evaluation of the 

workshop series
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ONLINE RESOURCES 

M
any organizations provide valuable resources to 

improve financial literacy and career planning 

services in the workforce development system. Use 

these links as a starting point for learning more. 

F INANCIAL  L ITERACY
http://wiseupwomen.tamu.edu: Wi$eUp is a financial 

education program for Generation X & Y women. It promotes 

financial security through online education. The online course 

has eight components and is free upon registration. 

http://www.mymoney.gov: MyMoney.gov is the U.S. 

government’s website dedicated to teaching all Americans 

the basics about financial education.

http://www.myfico.com/CreditEducation/CreditScores.

aspx: The Credit Education Center provides an introduction 

to credit scores. When you apply for credit—whether for a 

credit card, a car loan, or a mortgage—lenders want to know 

what risk they’d take by loaning money to you.

CAREER PLANNING
http://www.usajobs.gov: USAJOBS is the official job site of 

the federal government. It’s a one-stop source for federal 

jobs and employment information. For example, search for 

“intern” and this website will provide a list of entry-level 

federal jobs that pay an economic security wage around the 

United States. 

http://www.careeronestop.org/: Career One-Stop is a 

Department of Labor-sponsored resource for learning about 

different careers, finding career information, and locating 

career resources. It has tools for jobseekers, students, 

businesses, and career professionals.

http://www.mynextmove.org: My Next Move helps 

individuals explore their career options based on professional 

interests or industry. It targets people new to the career 

workforce. The site also features a section for veterans 

transitioning from the military. The site was created 

for the Department of Labor, Employment and Training 

Administration.

http://myskillsmyfuture.org: mySkills myFuture is a Career 

One-Stop website to help individuals identify new career 

options that employ skills gained through the workforce. It 

shares many features with My Next Move but is intended for 

people who have work experience.

http://www.onetonline.org: The Occupational Informational 

Network—O*Net—provides detailed information about jobs 

and the tasks associated with those jobs. This site presents a 

holistic view of an occupation.

http://www.thebeehive.org/node/181: The Beehive Career 

Coach has a wide range of information about careers, 

choosing a career, and education and training. It provides 

success stories for occupations that require some years of 

training. It also has a career match quiz to find the most ideal 

career for someone’s skills and interests.

http://www.bls.gov/oes/home.htm: The U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics presents the most up-to-date occupational 

and wage estimates for a wide range of different jobs and 

industries on national and regional levels.

http://www.bls.gov/oco: The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 

Occupational Outlook Handbook offers a great deal of 

information about various types of jobs, including the nature 

of the work and the training necessary. This site is useful for 

understanding what is required for certain jobs.

www.nycareerzone.org: Although the New York Career Zone 

website offers information about occupations specific to New 

York State, it is broadly useful because of its large database. 

In addition to the usual skills needed and wage estimates, 

the website suggests other occupations related to the one 

searched for and the outlook of the job according to the 

market.

www.dol.gov: The U.S. Department of Labor website provides 

the information workers need to know about their rights in 

the workplace. This includes individual state minimum wage 

laws, occupational safety and health standards.
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