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The High Road to
Healthcare
The Shirley Ware Education Center (SWEC) is a high road training partnership (HRTP)
that creates pathways for California residents from disadvantaged backgrounds to
access high quality jobs in the healthcare industry. SWEC focuses on providing
innovative education and training solutions to workers interested in pursuing careers
in healthcare. A nonprofit, SWEC functions as an intermediary, bringing workers and
employers together to meet industry demand in the growing healthcare sector.
In Northern California, SWEC has a long history of developing innovative workforce
development programming that promotes access to good quality jobs. Founded by
Service Employees International Union United Healthcare Workers West (SEIU-UHW
West), SWEC grew out of a need to create career pathways in healthcare for
incumbent workers and to train new workers to enter the field. As a labor-market
intermediary, SWEC recruits, trains, and creates pathways for incumbent workers to
access higher-skill, higher-wage positions that will allow them to achieve their goals
and support themselves and their families.
Through the California Workforce Development Board’s (CWDB) HRTP initiative,
SWEC is creating a training program with the goal of increasing career pathways for
allied health workers, health professionals who are not doctors, nurses, or dentists
but who work in related areas like direct patient care, disease prevention,
rehabilitation, and health systems management. SWEC will identify career pathways
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for incumbent environmental services (EVS) and food service workers and provide
access for underrepresented populations to enter the healthcare industry. The
training program will eventually lead to a registered apprenticeship for nonclinical
incumbent workers to transition into clinical positions. The High Road to Healthcare
Careers program supports employers, unions, and non-clinical support staff to meet
the growing demand in allied health occupations due to population growth, an aging
population, and federal healthcare reform.
With support from the CWDBs HRTP initiative, SWEC is making a significant
contribution to the field of healthcare workforce development in California in four
distinct ways.

C ARE E R PATHWAYS F O R E VS AN D F O O D S E RVIC E
WO RKE RS
To increase opportunities for upward mobility for janitorial and dietary service
workers, SWEC is piloting a training program with two local educational partnersMerritt College and Sierra College-to create allied health career pathways for
incumbent workers and to train new workers from Oakland’s low-income
neighborhoods.

PRO F E S S IO NALIZATIO N OF E N TRY- LE VE L JO BS
THRO U G H G RE E N- S KILLS C RE D EN TIALS
SWEC is incorporating environmental stewardship into career pathways through
curriculum development and by providing the opportunity for workers to
communicate with management about sustainability issues and take on leadership
roles with fellow workers on these issues.

E N S U RIN G WO RKE R S U C C E S S
SWEC provides wraparound support services - wage replacement and individualized
career planning and exploration - while accelerating career advancement for lowerskilled incumbent workers and creating an on-ramp into the sector for non-clinical
seekers.

PRO MO TIN G LE ADE RS HIP D EVE LO PMEN T
O PPO RTU N ITIE S
The Workforce Education Leaders Program (ED Leaders Program) provides
opportunities for EVS and food service workers to collaborate with management on
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workplace issues, provide input on program design, assist in participant recruitment,
and identify professional development opportunities for incumbent workers.
Ultimately, employers gain a constant flow of highly trained, highly skilled allied
healthcare workers. Entry-level healthcare workers are provided opportunities for
professional advancement, resulting in higher-paying jobs and healthier workplaces.
The California Workforce Development Board (CWDB) designed the High Road
Training Partnership (HRTP) initiative to model a sector approach that can address
critical issues of equity, job quality, and environmental sustainability. HRTPs are
industry-based, worker-focused training partnerships that build skills for
California’s high road employers—firms that compete based on quality of product
and service achieved through innovation and investment in human capital and can
thus generate family-supporting jobs where workers have agency and voice.
For more information, see
https://cwdb.ca.gov/initiatives/high-road-training-partnerships/
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1998: SWEC is founded. SEIU-UHW West est ablishes SWEC with funding from the City of
Oakland to train new workers from low-income neighborhoods and place them in healthcare
jobs.

THE E VO LU TIO N O F S WE C : A BRIE F TIME LINE
200 4: Joint Employer Education Fund is established. SEIU-UHW West, Kaiser Permanente, and
Dignity Health establish the nonprofit Joint Employer Education Fund (Ed Fund), a multi-employer
benefit trust fund to deliver training and education for incumbent workers.

2015: Ed Fund creates first apprenticeship. The Ed
Fund creates its first registered apprenticeship in
healthcare in California, a pilot for ambulatory
c oders, with the goal of a statewide program for
all partnership employers.

2017: Ed Leaders Program gives workers a
voice. The Ed Leaders Program engages union
members in the design and implementation of
curriculum development and programming,
providing opportunities for leadership
development and a voice on the job.
20 17: SEIU-UHW West and Ed Fund create
pre-apprenticeship. SEIU-UHW and Ed Fund
de velop and pre-apprenticeship and
curriculum for entry-level workers on basic
skills
ed ucation, environmental stewardship, and
career advancement.
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Industry Partnerships:
Where Demand Meets
Supply
The six major occupational groups in the healthcare sector that deal with patient
care are healthcare professionals, social service workers, medical technicians,
health aides and assistants, food service workers, and cleaning service workers.
These groups accounted for 69% of all healthcare jobs in 2005 and 74% in 2015.
Healthcare employment is projected to grow nationally by 18% from 2016 to 2026,
adding about 2.4 million jobs.
In California, a recent survey commissioned by the Ed Fund estimates that the
annual demand for allied health workers is approximately 65,000; by 2024, that
number is projected to grow to 400,000. From 2010 to 2020, the metropolitan
statistical areas of Oakland/Fremont/Hayward, San Francisco/San Mateo/Redwood
City, Sacramento/Arden-Arcade/Roseville, and San Jose/Sunnyvale/Santa Clara
are projected to add over 20,000 healthcare jobs in each region. Regional labor
shortages are particularly acute in occupations such as medical assistants and
certified nursing assistant. And despite declining overall unionization rates, the
number of healthcare workers who are members of unions or covered by a collective
bargaining agreement has increased. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in
2017, approximately 600,000, or 18%, of non-physician healthcare workers belonged
to a union. As the largest union of hospital workers in the western United States,
SEIU-UHW West represents more than 95,000 members.
Healthcare in California will continue to face disruptions due to changing care
models, technological advances, labor shortages due to retiring employees, and the
need for a well-trained workforce; and employers will have to continually find
solutions to labor and skills shortages.
Exacerbating these issues is the lack of affordable training programs. There is an
abundance of for-profit educational providers that often leave students heavily in
debt. A recent study by the Center for Responsible Lending found that the median
debt for students leaving for-profit colleges was $22,000, regardless of completion
status. And those figures were significantly higher for women, middle-aged people,
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and African Americans. Even more alarming is the number of students whose debt
grows beyond the original amount borrowed due to added interest and fees.
To address the demand in allied health occupations, SWEC convenes healthcare
employers, union leaders, community college representatives, and workers to
develop industry solutions. Working in partnership allows all partners to align their
interests and identify common goals. On the demand side, industry leaders identify
shared needs, challenges, and goals, which, intermediaries address by identifying
workforce development mechanisms on the supply side.
•

•

On the demand side, SWEC is increasing the number of workers in allied
health occupations by piloting a training program that will serve as a
recruitment pipeline to help employers avert critical labor shortages in the
healthcare industry.
On the supply side, SWEC is providing career advancement opportunities for
nonclinical incumbent workers to transition into clinical positions in allied
health.

Industry Leaders. Labor & Management Representatives.
Offer leadership development opportunities for workers.
Provide input regarding participant selection and apprenticeship development.
Develop strategies and collect data to inform future iterations of the program.
Determine demand for career ladder opportunities
Convener, SWEC.

Educational Partners, Sierra College and Merritt College

Support curriculum development

Provide instruction to program participants

Coordinate project logistics
Track data and evaluate program
Coordinate individualized case management
Coordinate wage replacement
Negotiate participant release time
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Develop formal matriculation agreements into allied
health training programs
Formalize and professionalize courses to meet industry
needs
Develop contracts
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The High Road to Healthcare Careers program values the knowledge and expertise of
employers, union leaders, and workers and creates formal structures that foster
long-lasting relationships centered on trust, common goals, and high road
standards. As the intermediary, SWEC facilitates discussions on key industry needs
and works with existing workforce development systems, such as community
colleges, to develop industry-specific, worker-centered solutions. For example, the
steering committee provides industry expertise and programmatic guidance as well
as strategic planning on how and where to grow geographically, career pathway
development, and worker engagement strategies.
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Industry Problem. There is a growing demand for allied healthcare workers but a lack of programs to train entry-level workers to fill those
positions.
SWEC’s steering committee identifies workforce needs and conducts research to identify training needs,
educational strategies, and program delivery mechanisms.
SWEC launches the ED Leaders Program to inform entry-level workers about career advancement opportunities.
SWEC develops curriculum for the Multi-Occupation Pre-Apprenticeship that includes academic, technology, customer
service, and sustainability training.
Worker-Centered Approach. Workers are integrated as leaders through formal structures, such as the ED Leaders Program and as
members of the steering committee.
SWEC pilots the Multi-Occupation Pre-Apprenticeship to create career pathways for EVS and food service workers.
The Multi-Occupation Pre-Apprenticeship professionalizes entry-level positions through green skills credentials.

Workers transition into full-time, higher-wage allied healthcare positions and gain skills to meet the healthcare sector’s
technological and environmental needs.
The High Road to Healthcare
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SWEC coordinates wage replacement and individualized career counseling for participants.

Taking the High Road:
Improving Equity, Job
Quality, and Climate
Resilience
By taking the high road approach to addressing equity, job quality, and climate
change, SWEC is creating a pipeline to good jobs and building a better future for
healthcare workers in California. SWEC’s High Road to Healthcare Careers program
promotes sector strategies and interventions focused on equity, sustainability, and
job quality. By convening industry leaders, SWEC facilitates discussions on how the
Equity, Climate, and Jobs (ECJ) approach can be integrated into workforce
development strategies that will simultaneously meet the supply and demand needs
of the industry.

Climate: Educates frontline workers on the consequences of climate change and the waste, water, and energy efficiencies needed to achieve
hospitals' sustainability goals, enhancing employers' ability to provide quality care in a carbon-contrained economy.
Jobs: Professionalizes EVS and food service occupations through green skills training and creates career pathways for underserved nonclinical
incumbent workers to access higher paying clinical jobs.
Equity: Provides access for underrepresented populations and opportunities for upward mobility for entry-level nonclinical staff, a population
that has significantly lower utilization rates of Ed Fund services and worker engagement.
At the center: SWEC addresses healthcare workforce needs and helps employers reduce their carbon footprints while accelerating career
advancement for workers.
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AD VANC IN G E C O N O MIC OPPO RTU N ITY
The High Road to Healthcare Careers program is building a training infrastructure for
nonclinical incumbent workers - most of whom are members of disadvantaged
communities - to gain English proficiency, basic skills, and digital fluency. Workers
will develop the skills to transition into in-demand occupations and access career
pathways leading to higher wages. Low-skill job seekers gain access to entry-level
positions by filling newly vacated positions and follow the same pathway to
sustainable employment.
An important element of the High Road to Healthcare Careers program is the
integration of worker wisdom. Before the pilot of the pre-apprenticeship, workers
participated in focus groups, surveys, and one-on-one interviews to determine
interest in a career advancement program and identify program needs, strategies to
address barriers to participation, and delivery mechanisms. For example, in the
summer of 2017, a survey was conducted in English and Spanish of 1,589 Ed Fund–
eligible employees. Workers identified major barriers to education and career
advancement—such as time, money, and employer support—and provided
curriculum recommendations.
Workers also take on formal roles through programmatic committees. For example,
the Ed Leaders Program is a worker-driven initiative that serves as a recruitment tool
and sounding board for the High Road to Healthcare Careers program. A working
group of worker leaders convenes to help shape program components and identify
strategies to expand to other regions and employers. Worker leaders volunteer to
help recruit participants into the pre-apprenticeship and become ambassadors of
the labor-management partnership. In addition to providing professional
development and leadership opportunities, the program promotes the HRTP
framework among workers and in the broader healthcare community.

BU ILDIN G E C O N O MIC AN D E NVIRO N MEN TAL
RE S ILIE N C E
SWEC chose Kaiser Permanente as one of its healthcare partners because it is an
industry leader in environmental stewardship. Kaiser has a long history of advancing
green practices that incorporate worker engagement and promote healthy
communities and environment. The core curriculum for the Multi-Occupation PreApprenticeship weaves together sustainability themes that allow workers to see
connections between the healthcare industry and their own work and personal lives.
Workers receive training on green solutions and learn about the importance of
sustainability in healthcare. The curriculum helps incumbent workers gain a better
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understanding of the healthcare workplace and industry, health and safety, and
sustainability.
The Multi-Occupation Pre-Apprenticeship prepares students to address
environmental impacts across career pathways in healthcare. EVS workers, for
example, receive training on hazardous material management, waste handling, and
the laws regulating processing and disposal. Medical assistants, on the other hand,
along with clinical physicians, are the ones who generate waste, so educating them
about waste streams is as essential as for food service workers. Equipped with these
competencies, workers are empowered to suggest improvements that will
accelerate progress toward sustainability goals and help their employers adapt to a
carbon-constrained economy. As a result, employers retain workers longer, improve
employee health and safety, and create a workplace culture that is aligned with their
companies’ missions and values; and workers learn sustainability practices that
become the norm in hospitals and communities.

D E LIVE RIN G S KILLS F O R Q U ALITY JO BS
The High Road to Healthcare Careers program is creating the training infrastructure
to address skills gaps and changes in the industry due to technological advances
and automation. Prior to the implementation of the pre-apprenticeship, SWEC
convened employers, workers, and union leaders to discuss results from a
comprehensive industry needs assessment, which was used to identify core skills
and the skills gap for in-demand occupations. The assessment also informed the
development of the pre-apprenticeship curricula to ensure they met learner and
stakeholder needs.
SWEC is creating the building blocks for an industry-recognized credential for entrylevel employment in the dietary and janitorial departments of hospitals and medical
offices. The goal is to professionalize these positions and create career pathways for
workers who complete the pre-apprenticeship. For example, an entry-level food
service worker will have access to a middle-skills job, like medical assistant, and
long-term access to a higher-wage job, like registered nurse.
Green skills credentials will also improve workplaces by providing a healthier
environment for hospital staff and patients. Workers will have healthier workplaces
with safer cleaning products and be recognized for their role in advancing green
practices within the broader sustainability movement. Currently, SWEC is
researching the possibility of recognizing those with green skills through a wage
differential and other opportunities that could lead to higher-wage jobs.
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Expanding the High
Road
An HRTP’s work is never done. HRTPs provide infrastructure for industry problemsolving, and partnerships evolve along with industry problems and leaders. HRTPs
must therefore attend to and strengthen their partnerships’ commitment to
operating with high road values, to influencing their industries, and to improving their
communities. The High Road to Healthcare Careers program is developing and
piloting a training program designed to meet the shortage of allied health workers in
California. To continue to build the high road in healthcare, SWEC will expand and
strengthen its HRTP in these ways:

PARTN E RS HIP O PE RATIO N S
SWEC will create the infrastructure to deliver and expand the pre-apprenticeship
over the long term and develop worker leaders for a committee to assist with
program design, participant recruitment, outcome tracking, and career exploration.

IND U S TRY S YS TE MS C HANG E
SWEC will create an industry-recognized credential for entry-level dietary and
janitorial workers to professionalize positions, develop pathways for incumbent
workers to access middle-skills jobs, and assist in the reduction of labor shortages in
the allied health occupations.

S O C IAL IMPAC T
SWEC will provide access for disadvantaged populations to higher-paying jobs in the
healthcare sector, promote healthier workers, workplaces, and communities, and
assist in the reduction of the carbon footprint of hospitals

The High Road to Healthcare

HRTP | 12

Sources
About Us. (n.d.). Retrieved December 3, 2018, from https://www.seiuuhweduc.org/about/shirley-ware-education-center/
Appelbaum, E., & Batt, R. (2017). "Organizational Restructuring in U.S. Healthcare
Systems: Implications for Jobs, Wages, and Inequality." Washington, DC:
Center for Economic and Policy Research (CEPR). Retrieved from
https://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/organizational-restructuringhealthcare-2017-09.pdf
Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2018). Table 3. Union affiliation of employed wage and
salary workers by occupation and industry. Retrieved from,
https://www.bls.gov/news.releaseunion2.t03.htm
Employment Development Department. (2013). "Health Care in California."
Retrieved from
https://www.labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/SpecialReports/Health_Care_in_CA.
pdf#page=4
Howarth, R., & Lang, R. (2018). "Debt and Disillusionment: Stories of Former ForProfit College Students as Shared in Florida Focus Groups." Center for
Responsible Learning. Retrieved from
https://www.responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/researchpublication/crl-florida-debt-disillusionment-l-aug2018.pdf
McKinsey Global Institute. (2014). "What the Future of Work Will Mean for Jobs,
Skills and Wages." Education Fund Proprietary Research.
What Is Allied Health? (n.d.). Association of Schools of Allied Health Professionals.
Retrieved December 3, 2018, from http://www.asahp.org/what-is/

The High Road to Healthcare

HRTP | 13

About this Series
Through the HRTP initiative, the CWDB has invested close to $10 million to develop,
refine, and expand a series of skill-focused, industry-based training partnerships
that advance equity by linking workforce innovation to regional challenges of job
quality, economic mobility, and environmental sustainability. The UCLA Labor
Center, commissioned by the CWDB, is leading a two-year evaluation process to
understand the successes and challenges of the funded partnerships in building a
workforce infrastructure that can holistically address key issues related to equity,
climate, and jobs. This is one of a series of eight partnership overviews from UCLA
evaluators Ana Luz Gonzalez-Vasquez, Magaly Lopez, and Saba Waheed. For
additional overviews and more information about the HRTP initiative, see
https://cwdb.ca.gov/initiatives/high-road-training-partnerships/.
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