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Executive Summary
 
Dallas at an Inflection Point: Aligning Workforce  
Systems with a World-Class Economy
In 2022, the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington metropolitan area generated nearly $689 billion in 
GDP - ranking it among the largest economies globally and accounting for 3 percent of total 
U.S. metropolitan output. The region has attracted more than 100 corporate relocations and 
expansions since 2018 and now hosts over 300 corporate headquarters, including 24 Fortune 
500 companies. With more than 1.3 million jobs added since 2010, Dallas is a premier hub for 
finance, technology, advanced manufacturing, healthcare, and corporate operations.

Yet rapid economic growth has not translated evenly into economic mobility. Dallas faces a 
defining question: Will its extraordinary expansion produce inclusive prosperity, or deepen 
existing divides?

The Dallas Workforce Steering Committee of the North Texas Asset Funders Network (NTXAFN) 
commissioned this landscape analysis to answer that question and chart a path forward. This 
analysis included literature review, synthesis of strategic plans, review of national policy trends, 
labor market forecasts, and qualitative stakeholder input to outline the promising practices, 
ongoing challenges, and strategic opportunities that shape the future of Dallas’s workforce 
development ecosystem.

The findings are clear: Dallas possesses the assets, leadership, and policy environment to be-
come a national exemplar of career-connected workforce development. What it lacks is system 
integration at scale.
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The Challenge: Strong Programs, Fragmented Systems
Dallas is not short on workforce activity. The region benefits from successful apprenticeship 
programs, employer partnerships, community-based organizations, postsecondary institu-
tions, and anchor intermediaries. Statewide priorities - including Texas Higher Education Plan2 
(60x30TX), Building a Talent Strong Texas3, and House Bill 84, which advances College, Career 
and Military Readiness reforms - align conceptually with skills-first pathways.

However, the system remains fragmented. 

•	 Funders lack a unified, data-driven view of outcomes and gaps.
•	 Providers operate without full visibility into overlaps or unmet demand.
•	 Difficulty bringing successful employer engagement strategies to scale.
•	 Career seekers, particularly those from historically marginalized communities, encounter 

disjointed information and uneven access. 

The result is a collection of strong programs without a fully integrated engine of mobility.

Dallas is also reaching the limits of a decades-long “college-for-all” paradigm. The latest data 
shows that of Dallas ISD graduates, nearly half do not enroll in postsecondary education4. 
Among those who do, most begin at two-year institutions; only a small fraction ultimately 
complete a bachelor’s degree. The workforce system cannot absorb the majority of students 
into high-quality applied pathways at scale. This structural misalignment between education, 
credentials of value, and employer demand is one of the region’s most pressing challenges.

Longitudinal Analysis of DISD Student Post-Secondary Outcomes: 

Note: This visual uses data from a combined cohort of Texas students who enrolled in 8th grade between 2012-2014 and graduated from a Texas public high school. 

Source: Texas Talent Trajectory (T3), formerly the 8th Grade Cohort Longitudinal Study. The T3 data dashboard provides longitudinal data on Texas students’ educational pathways 
from 8th grade through high school graduation and postsecondary education, including college enrollment, transfer, credential attainment, and degree completion outcomes.

https://reportcenter.highered.texas.gov/agency-publication/miscellaneous/thecb-60x30-strategic-plan/
https://www.highered.texas.gov/about/talent-strong-texas/
https://www.highered.texas.gov/texas-house-bill-8-becomes-law-paves-way-for-innovative-community-college-funding/
https://databridge.highered.texas.gov/the-texas-talent-trajectory/
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Persistent Equity Gaps
Economic disparities remain stark across zip codes5, race, gender, and justice involvement. 

•	 Women in North Texas earn approximately 72 cents for every dollar earned by men6.
•	 Internship access is inequitable; paid internships disproportionately benefit white students.
•	 South Dallas communities face significantly reduced access to quality education and work-

force opportunities.
•	 Justice-impacted individuals represent a substantial but underutilized labor pool. 

Research consistently demonstrates a strong relationship between access to stable employ-
ment and reduced rates of recidivism, positioning education and employment pathways for 
first- and second-chance talent as both an economic and public-safety imperative7. 
Stakeholders consistently emphasized that Dallas does not suffer from a lack of goodwill or 
effort, it suffers from misalignment, capacity gaps, and insufficient connective tissue across 
systems.

“We need education and learning at each segment of the continuum of industry 
engagement. We cannot have the same WFD people meet with industry without the proper 

professional development or a proper facilitator to translate across the sectors.”

Priority Sectors for Growth
Stakeholders analyzed labor market data focusing on occupations projected to grow by 10 
percent or more and employing at least 1,000 regional workers. The resulting priority sectors 
include:

•	 IT and computer-related occupations, Biotechnology, Advanced manufacturing, Business 
and financial services, Aerospace, Trade and transportation, Healthcare, Energy and green 
jobs, Education, Arts and entertainment.

These sectors present strong opportunities for Registered Apprenticeship Programs (RAPs) 
and other work-based learning models, particularly when structured around transferable skills, 
employer incentives and portable credentials.

National evidence consistently demonstrates that apprenticeships produce among the stron-
gest long-term wage gains8 and upward mobility outcomes when compared to workforce 
strategies like sector training funded by WIOA9. Beyond traditional construction trades, modern 
apprenticeships in IT, healthcare, finance, and advanced manufacturing show completion rates 
approaching 90 percent.

https://www.dmagazine.com/healthcare-business/2019/03/two-miles-in-dallas-can-improve-a-mans-life-expectancy-by-26-years/
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/2026/01/20/dallas-fort-worth-womens-wages-sink-in-a-rising-economy/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/publications/ETAOP2022-41_AAI_Brief-Earnings_Growth_Final_508_9-2022.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/publications/ETAOP2022-41_AAI_Brief-Earnings_Growth_Final_508_9-2022.pdf
https://tcf.org/content/report/beyond-job-placement-reimagining-wioa-for-economic-mobility-and-workforce-resilience/
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Dallas is conceptually aligned with this skills-first approach. The opportunity now is 
operational alignment.

Dallas Assets

Dallas is home to a set of marquee workforce initiatives that are well positioned to play a cata-
lytic role in the next phase of system evolution - Workforce Solutions Greater Dallas, Economic 
Mobility Systems, Dallas College, United Way of Metropolitan Dallas, City of Dallas - Economic 
Development, Dallas County Promise, Workforce Dallas All Stars Project of Dallas, Lone Star 
Justice Alliance, State Fair of Texas, Redemption Bridge & South Dallas Employment Project, 
Dallas Regional Chamber and Commit Partnership, among others standout initiatives.

Thematic Findings:  
Three Imperatives for Transformation
The analysis identifies three cross-cutting priorities essential to system change:

1. Data-Driven Coordination
Interoperable technology systems that connect K-12, postsecondary, workforce providers, and 
employers are foundational. Shared definitions, real-time data, and AI-enabled tools must align 
talent supply with employer demand.

2. Human-Centered Access & Social Capital
Mobility requires more than enrollment. Participants need mentorship, structured routines, ex-
ecutive function training, financial capability development, and meaningful work-based learn-
ing. Expanding social capital and dignified, applied experiences is essential.

3. Capacity & Field Building
Dallas’s workforce practitioners are a backbone to the city’s economic vitality. Professional 
development, Communities of Practice, tech & AI readiness, and career pathways for workforce 
professionals themselves10 are necessary to sustain long-term transformation.

Together, these priorities move Dallas from transactional placement toward transformational 
mobility.

https://www.nawdp.org/resources/registered-apprenticeship-for-workforce-development-professionals/
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A Three-Level Strategic Framework
To guide investment, the report outlines three escalating levels of strategic change available to 
NTXAFN and its partners.

Level 1: Stay the Course - Optimize Alignment (2025-2026)
 
Low-cost refinements can improve coordination without disrupting momentum: 

•	 Convene the region’s workforce development stakeholders in 2026 for further strategic 
planning.

•	 Strengthen data interoperability.
•	 Renegotiate grant terms to embed Communities of Practice.
•	 Expand the DFW Apprenticeship Accelerator groundwork.
•	 Encourage AI literacy and shared tools.
•	 Support state-led regional workforce analyses.

Outcome: Reduced duplication, clearer ROI, stronger collaboration.

Level 2: Metamorphosis - Professionalize & Expand Capacity (2026-2031)
 
Dallas must move beyond pilots toward durable infrastructure. This includes: 

•	 Expanding the DFW Apprenticeship Accelerator into a broader Work-Based Learning Accel-
erator.

•	 Adding distributed FTEs across key institutions (Workforce Solutions, Dallas College, Dallas 
Regional Chamber, United Way, DISD).

•	 Embedding AI-enabled workforce tools.
•	 Scaling work-based learning subsidies to engage small and mid-sized employers.
•	 Investing in practitioner Registered Apprenticeships and Certified Workforce Development 

Professional pathways.
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Activation Strategies: Two Scenario Tests Designed to Operationalize  
the Recommendations (Draft Procurements) 

Hands On Project (HOP x D)
A field-building initiative focused on practitioner empowerment, Communities of Practice, and 
employer activation under a unified “Pass It On” framework.

Dignified Routines (DR)
A “last-mile” bridge designed to move alumni of workforce and education programs into 
sustained, high-quality employment. DR combines mentorship, structured upskilling, earn-
and-learn stipends, executive function training, and AI-resistant skill development. Participants 
culminate in Registered Apprenticeship or direct-hire outcomes.
Outcome: A professionalized ecosystem capable of translating employer demand into scalable, 
family-sustaining wage pathways.

Level 3: Dallas Economic Flywheel - Citywide Systems Change (2026+)

At full scale, Dallas can become a “Promise City”: a cradle-to-career mobility model integrating:

•	 K-16 reform, Postsecondary credentialing, Registered Apprenticeships, Entrepreneurship 
and SME engagement, Justice-involved reintegration, Sustainable funding and policy 
alignment. 

This level requires bundled, multi-year investments, coordinated policy efforts, and national 
benchmarking partnerships.

Outcome: Generational impact - thousands more residents earning credentials of value, rising 
wages, increased employer competitiveness, and a resilient regional economy.
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Investment Priorities for 2026-2030
To move from vision to implementation, the report recommends:
1.	 Fund an Anchor Institution, as well as Communities of Practice focused on Practitioner 

capacity building, weaving best practices into the region’s service delivery: Work-based 
learning, Social capital development, Human-centered design, Data and AI integration, 
Policy alignment.

2.	 Integrating data systems across education and workforce partners.
3.	 Funding at least five distributed FTEs embedded within: Workforce Solutions,  

Dallas College, Dallas Regional Chamber, United Way, Dallas ISD
4.	 Scaling apprenticeship and work-based learning incentives and structured  

employer pipelines.
5.	 Launching national and international study delegations to adopt proven  

apprenticeship systems.
6.	 Exploring catalytic partnerships with organizations such as GreenLight Fund and  

Social Finance. 

Final High-Level Recommended Funding Priorities  
(Initial funding decisions targeted for 2026)

Distributed Regional 
Capacity

Fund 5 FTEs dedicated to cross-system 
career pathway alignment, data coordination, 
and employer engagement

1-5-year pilot 
beginning 2026

~$2.5M+

Career Work-Study 
Delegations

National/international learning exchanges 
to accelerate adoption of proven talent 
solutions with focus on apprenticeships

1-5-year pilot 
beginning 2026

~$10K- $150K per 
delegation

Technology 
Enablement

Tech readiness and integration across 
NTXAFN partners, including data 
interoperability and tech solutions

1-5-year pilot 
beginning 2026

~$1M+

Apprenticeship 
Accelerator 
Expansion  

(Last-Mile Focus)

Business incentives for registered 
apprenticeship expansion and work-based 
learning for completers of AFN-funded 
programs, DISD alumni, and P-TECH 
students

1-5-year pilot 
beginning 2026

~$3M+

Field & Capacity 
Building

Professional learning, technical assistance, 
and Communities of Practice focused on 
high-impact models (e.g., RA expansion, 
WBL design, leveraging public/private funds)

1-5-year pilot 
beginning 2026

~$1M+
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The Opportunity
Dallas has the people, institutions, and employer base to build one of the most effective 
education-to-employment systems in the country. The question is not whether the region can 
grow - it already is. The question is whether that growth will translate into equitable, career-
connected opportunity for all residents.

This executive summary outlines a pragmatic but transformational roadmap:

Optimize what exists → 
Build the system Dallas deserves → 

Scale a nationally leading model.

Dallas can do more than close gaps. It can build a world-class workforce ecosystem where 
economic ambition is matched by inclusive access - and where every resident has a clear 
pathway to meaningful work, family-sustaining wages, and long-term prosperity.

The time to commit to that future is now.
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