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1. Purpose Statement for the Employer Handbook 

The purpose of this Handbook is to assist the staff, who are 
responsible for implementing the National Career Readiness 
System, maximize the benefits of this program to your organization. 
The Handbook provides both background information necessary to 
your organizationôs understanding of the National Career 
Readiness System and implementation suggestions for your 
consideration and use. 

A strength of the National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC) 
and other System components is the customization capabilities that 
can be used to meet the needs of your particular organization. You 
will note throughout the Handbook specific statements directed to 
connecting the content of the Handbook to your specific needs and 
interests. In addition, you will find information in the Employer 
Handbook as to who to call at ACT regarding issues and questions. 
In addition, there are references to ACT resources that provide 
additional information on ACTôs products and services. 

The advice and guidance contained in this Employer Handbook is 
specific to the NCRC or other WorkKeys powered certificate 
programs that exactly adhere to NCRC principles such as not 
printing WorkKeys scores on the certificate credential. 

The Employer Handbook is, and always will be, a work in progress. 
Your experience will help shape future editions of the Handbook. 
The format of the Handbook (delivered in a 3-ring binder) permits 
easy update as additional applications for the Certificate are 
identified and services are added to the System. We wish you well 
as you begin your National Career Readiness Certificate use 
journey. 
 
 

 
 

 



 

Page 2-1 

2. Introduction 
 

The U.S. economy is challenged by: 

¶ The presence of larger number of individuals who lack 

sufficient knowledge and skills to meet the higher 

expectations about performance in todayôs workforce.   

¶ Questions about the value, meaning, and relevance of 

traditional educational credentials give rise to the need for 

objective assessment measures that confirm worker 

competence and help predict future performance. 

Employers want new forms of evidence that their workers 

possess the means to excel in highly specialized work 

areas.  

¶ Doubts about the adequacy of workersô foundational skills 

throughout the workforce serve to inspire growing interest in 

general work-ready certifications that document applied 

skills that can be shown to be essential to virtually every 

job, occupation, profession, and career.  

¶ The value and utility of these credentials is greatly 

enhanced by the capability to connect the needs of private 

employers seeking highly skilled workers with the methods 

that are used by institutions and individuals who prepare 

individuals to enter the workforce. 

 

Businesses and communities create competitive advantages when 

they can measure, document, analyze, and increase the skills of 

the local workforce. Your companyôs decision to adopt the National 

Career Readiness Certificate represents an assertive step towards 

defining skills that are essential in todayôs competitive business 

environment. At the same time, your commitment provides 

important opportunities for individuals seeking meaningful careers 

and educators who are preparing them. 
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3. What is the National Career Readiness Certificate? 

 

The National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC) verifies that an 

individual has the foundational skills necessary to be successful 

entering employment, advancing to a new position, or entering a 

training program. It serves as an employability skill credential that 

demonstrates that an individual has certain essential and technical 

skills that are important across a range of jobs. The NCRC 

confirms an individualôs specific skill set by assessing skill levels in 

relationship to workplace requirements. Three certificate levels 

signify different skill levels with higher levels indicating readiness 

for a greater range of jobs. Certificates are issued to individuals 

who successfully complete a series of three assessments 

developed by ACT, Inc. as part of its nationally recognized 

WorkKeys program.  

 

3.1. Meaningful for individuals, businesses, educators, and 

workforce strategies 

WorkKeys assessments can be used by virtually any entity that is 

engaged in ensuring the employability skills of current and future 

employees. Test results provide valuable information for 

individuals, employers, high schools, colleges, one-stop centers, 

job services, welfare-to-work programs, correctional institutions, 

and occupational training programs. The WorkKeys system is 

designed to give individuals, educators, and employers a common 

language that can be used to target, develop, and measure applied 

skills in terms of workplace performance.  

 

3.2  Based on objective, standardized,  

 and certifiable assessment results 

WorkKeys offers objective, standardized tests administered in 
secure, monitored testing environments to ensure the validity of 
test results. The system has been in use since 1992 and its 
components are fully researched, validated and available for 
immediate implementation. The system offers Internet-based and 
paper-and-pencil tests with alternate formsða must for any 
certificate program. More than 12 million WorkKeys tests have 
been administered since the system was launched nearly 15 years 
ago. 
 
3.3  Widely available via an established network 

An established network of partner organizations is strategically 

positioned to support the administration of the National Career 

Readiness Certificate with services that include both assessment 

delivery and targeted training programs. The network includes 

facilities at 235 community colleges, relationships with more than 

400 institutional and individual resellers, training organizations 

offering electronic training content, secondary schools, Workforce 

Investment Boards, economic developers and a wide range of 

government agencies and organizations. 
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3.4  Nationally portable 

As a national program recognized by employers, education, 

government, and individuals, the WorkKeys system and the 

National Career Readiness Certificate provide comprehensive 

solutions that are applicable to workforce challenges across the 

United States. This enables you to help your company develop, 

maintain, and evaluate preparation strategies at multiple 

educational institutions. This process ensures that all workers 

pursue a common employability standard at all your companyôs 

locations.  

The National Career Readiness Certificate is a valuable component 

in the evaluation of individuals that have relocated to your 

community. This credential will enable you to compare the 

foundational skills of applicants from anywhere in the country. 

3.5  Developed and maintained by ACT, Inc. 

A not-for-profit organization founded in 1959, ACT is an 

international leader in assessment and workforce development 

services and actively practices an ongoing commitment to helping 

people achieve academic and career success. ACT is best known 

for the ACT college assessment instrument used by millions of 

students each year as part of the college admissions process. ACT 

developed the WorkKeys system and the National Career 

Readiness Certificate as tools for helping individuals gain 

admission to the workforce and advance in their careers.  

 

3.6  Benefits for employers 

For employers participating in the NCRC, the primary benefits are:  

¶ Matches employee skills with job requirements 

¶ Identifies key skill requirements of job 

¶ Targets training needs 

¶ Improves employee retention and performance 

¶ Increases employee productivity 
 
The certificates can be considered along with other education and 
background information when making employment and training 
decisions. They might be considered as a ñplusò when presented to 
an employer during the hiring or advancement process. They also 
may help identify who can benefit from specific training programs. 
An employer may accept the certificate results to reduce hiring time 
and costs. If an employer is already using one or more of the 
WorkKeys assessments, applicants with a national certificate also 
may be able to skip those tests, resulting in cost savings for the 
employer. The National Career Readiness Certificate benefits from 
established credibility among employers. More than 2,500 
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companies use the WorkKeys system and ACT has documented its 
benefits by collecting data from hundreds of organizations over the 
last 10 years. This positions the National Career Readiness 
Certificate to serve as the entry point to a larger human capital 
development system and provides substantial additional benefits to 
employers. Integrating it into the selection process helps small 
businesses overcome the absence of an established human 
resources department.  Linking certificate level to occupation-
specific information is an important benefit for small- and medium-
sized businesses.   
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4.0  Application of the NCRC 
 

4.1 National Career Readiness Certificate levels 

There are three levels of Certificates: 

Bronze signifies that an individual has scored at least a Level 3 in 

each of the three core areas addressed by the certificate. This 

indicates that the individual possesses the foundational skills 

needed to perform in 35 percent of the jobs identified in the ACT 

Occupational Profiles database.  

Silver signifies that an individual has scored at least a Level 4 in 

each of the three core areas. It indicates that the individual 

possesses the foundational skills needed to perform in 65 percent 

of the jobs addressed by occupational profiles. 

Gold identifies individuals who have scored at least a Level 5 in 

each of the three core areas. They possess the foundational skills 

needed for 90 percent of the jobs in the database. 

 

4.2  Foundational skill areas measured by National Career 

Readiness Certificates  

Three core WorkKeys assessments are used for the Certificate. 

ACT research shows that these skills are essential to 85 percent of 

over 14,000 jobs in the WorkKeys database of job profiles. The 

NCRC is a measure of critical thinking and problem-solving skills 

across a range of essential work-related competencies.  
 

4.2.1 Reading for Information 

Measures the skills people use when they read and use written 

text in order to do a job. The written texts include memos, 

letters, directions, signs, notices, bulletins, policies, and 

regulations. It is often the case that workplace communications 

are not necessarily well written or targeted to the appropriate 

audience. Reading for Information materials do not include 

information that is presented graphically, such as charts, forms, 

or blueprints. 

 
4.2.2 Applied Mathematics 

Measures the skills people use when they apply mathematical 

reasoning, critical thinking, and problem-solving techniques to 

work-related problems. The test questions require the individual 

to set up and solve problems and do the types of calculations 

that actually occur in the workplace. 
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4.2.3 Locating Information 

Measures the skills people use when they work with workplace 

graphics such as charts, graphs, tables, forms, flowcharts, 

diagrams, floor plans, maps, and instrument gauges. 

Individuals are asked to find information in a graph or insert 

information into a graphic. They also must compare, 

summarize, and analyze information found in related graphics. 
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Fixed Standards 

Á Establishes formal  skill  requirements for specific jo bs 

Á Aligns job requirements with certificate level for hiring  

Á Supports certificate, skill development for  incumbent workers  

 

Power User 

Á Institutes certificate ò+ó program for additional skills  

Á Incorporates WorkKeys into job descriptions   

Á Uses certificate levels for promotion and succession  

 

 

Certif icate Only 

Á Recommends or requires certificate as hiring criteria  

Á Actively participates in local, national certificate initiatives  

Á Promotes broader certificate adoption to  all employers  

 

Methods of using 

the National Career 

Readiness Certificate 

engagement levels 

5.  NATIONAL CAREER READINESS USE MODELS 

The ultimate value of the National Career Readiness Certificate to 
your business will largely be determined by the way in which you 
choose to use it.  

Employers can apply the NCRC  at several levels of engagement 

that range from the hiring decision to a comprehensive range of 

human resources management functions that encompass 

recruitment, hiring, promotion, training, succession planning, 

mentoring, and performance evaluation. In general, these models 

are associated with three use levels: 

 

 

Certificate Only: Recommends or requires that job applicants 

possess a national certificate in order to apply for a job. 

Fixed Standards: Identifies certificate level associated with a 

specific job and uses them as a primary factor in hiring decision. 

Power User: Incorporates the National Career Readiness 

Certificate, WorkKeys assessments, and other NCRC System 

components as the basis for a strategic talent management 

system. 
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5.1  Certificate Only Model 

Employers who recommend or require that job applicants possess 

the NCRC are positioning the system as one of several criteria that 

will be used to identify job candidates. The final selection decision 

will be based on an effective comparison of all of these criteria. 

This modelôs primary benefit is the reliable comparison of 

foundational skill levels demonstrated by multiple candidates that is 

established through standardized and objective measures of 

assessment. Other information collected as part of a multiple-step 

hiring process ï applications, resumes, school transcripts, 

interviews, and reference checks ï are to be collected and 

considered within the process. Under this method, all applicants 

are asked to provide the same credential as part of the selection 

process as a common standard. 

 

5.1.1 Estimating skill levels 

Employers can make hiring decisions more precise by better 

understanding the skill requirements associated with their jobs. 

ACTôs Occupational Profiles database can provide insight into 

the skills and skill levels required for jobs that are similar to 

those they are attempting to fill. By estimating skill levels 

required for a specific job requirement, employers are using the 

certificate to supplement and corroborate information gathered 

at multiple points in the hiring process. It does not alleviate the 

need to collect and evaluate other types of information in 

reaching a decision to hire. 
 

5.1.2  Training requirements after hiring 

Estimating skill levels can also inform the type of training 

processes that need to occur after a candidate is hired. A 

limited applicant pool may lead an employer to hire individuals 

whose skills do not conform to skill estimates. In this case, a 

job candidateôs certificate level can assist in identifying the 

training regime needed to raise their skill levels to a targeted 

standard. 

 
5.1.3  ACT Occupational Profiles 

An important resource that can assist employers in this process 
is ACTôs Occupational Profile database. Information distilled 
from job analysis studies on several thousand jobs is the basis 
for more than 400 Occupational Profiles contained in the 
database. The profiles were developed by combining job 
analysis information from Profiles that were conducted on more 
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than 4,800 jobs into groups of jobs, or occupations, that share 
the same identification numbers in the O*NET system, the 
nation's primary source of occupational information. O*Net 
Online (http://online.onetcenter.org/) was developed for the 
U.S. Department of Labor to provide information on attributes 
and characteristics of workers and occupations. Profiles enable 
a review of skill levels associated with a wide range of jobs that 
will likely resemble those for which an employer is hiring. 

 
 

 
 

5.2  Fixed Standards Model 

This model assumes that an individual must meet a specific 

standard of performance on one or more of the WorkKeys 

assessments included in the National Career Readiness Certificate 

in order to be hired or promoted by the employer. Elevating the use 

of certificate data to this level creates a corresponding need for a 

higher level of documentation. To enhance the legal defensibility of 

its employment practices, the employer needs to gather information 

that documents the linkage between the skills demonstrated by 

candidates and the specific performance requirements of the jobs 

for which they are applying. 

 

Employers who implement the National Career Readiness 

Certificate at this level can draw on documentation from a variety of 

sources to substantiate this connection. Documentation can be 

based on basic research results, computerized documentation 

systems, or onsite consultant engagements that deliver precise 

information about a specific job in a specific organization. Each 

Focus Shifting to WorkKeys 
System 

(Major benefit to employer with modest costs) 

Selection Using 
Certificate Levels and 
Assessment Results 

Training/  Development 

Focus on Credential 
(Low cost to employer, no out-of-pocket expense.  
Significant benefit to community and substantial 

benefit to employer) 

Total WorkKeys 
System Implementation 

 

Focus on WorkKeys System 
(Significant benefit to employer and employerôs 

workforce performance with commensurate cost) 

National Career 
Readiness Certificate 

Employer Adoption Use Model 

http://online.onetcenter.org/
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level of engagement produces a higher degree of documentation 

that, in turn, will provide further information and documentation in 

your human resource management system. 
 

5.3  Power User Model  

Employers who move to the highest levels of the fixed standards 

model become power users of the National Career Readiness 

Certificate and the WorkKeys system. This transition achieves 

maximum benefits and return on investment as the system is 

established as the basis for a full-fledged talent management 

system capable of addressing the full range of human resource 

needs. Linkages between the national certificate, the WorkKeys 

assessments, and other system components create the potential to 

put a robust workforce credential at the center of a comprehensive 

development strategy.  

Companies that wish to move their hiring and promotion practices 

to the power user level can implement job analysis studies that 

yield extensive information and documentation that describes an 

employerôs jobs, processes, environments, and objectives for 

growth. Professional researchers from ACT frequently conduct 

these studies as consulting engagements. They are also performed 

by outside consultants authorized by ACT and by authorized staff 

at a wide range of institutional providers that include workforce 

development centers, community colleges, and state agencies.  

From the job analysis studies, it may be determined that additional 

WorkKeys skills besides Reading for Information, Applied 

Mathematics, and Locating Information may be very important in a 

specific job. For example, Observation is a very important skill for a 

Security Guard, Applied Technology is important for Automotive 

Mechanics, and Teamwork is important for Nurses. Therefore, a 

power user may require additional foundational skills to meet the 

requirements of a specific position. Employers may find Personal 

Skills to be very important in assessing the full potential of 

applicants and employees. The following describes how the power 

user can utilize the WorkKeys system in their organization. 

 
Á Screening ï finding dependable, trustworthy employees while 

saving time and money in the process. WorkKeys enables you 

to match the work requirements that are important on the job to 

the skill levels in the candidate pool. For example, the 

WorkKeys Performance assessment can be used to screen for 

negative work attitudes and risky work behavior. The WorkKeys 

foundational skills can be used to screen for communication, 

problem solving, and interpersonal skills. 

Á Selection ï taking the guesswork out of hiring by comparing 

potential employeesô WorkKeys assessment scores with 

benchmarks based on occupational needs. The WorkKeys 

system provides several options to benchmark requirements 

 

 

Power users 

conduct job 

studies to help 

guide programs 

for selecting, 

promoting, and 

developing 

individuals with 

skill levels that 

result in high 

performance  
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needed for specific jobs and to make accurate, well-informed 

hiring decisions. 

You can also reduce the time you spend on costly interviews 

and unqualified candidates. For example, the Talent 

assessment allows you to compare applicantsô attitudes and 

behaviors to top performers in a specific job to determine the 

best candidates. Add that information to the foundational 

WorkKeys skills assessment results to identify individuals who 

have the skills to succeed on the job. 

Á Training and Development ï speeding up the time it takes for 

an employee to be fully productive using WorkKeys to identify 

and close skill gaps. By pinpointing the specific areas for 

employee improvement, the targeted training that has been 

developed specifically to the skills levels in the WorkKeys 

Foundational Skills can be used very cost effectively. You will 

be able to make concrete recommendations for advancement 

based on employee strengths and development needs. 

By benchmarking key attributes of a position, the Talent and Fit 

assessments can be used as powerful tools for career 

laddering and latticing.  

Á Succession Planning ï replacing the retiring baby boomers 

with younger workers will be a challenging task. With younger ï 

and often less qualified ï people stepping in to replace retiring 

workers, succession planning is more critical than ever. 

WorkKeys can help ensure your future workforce will be 

equipped with the skills to succeed. Use workforce gap analysis 

from WorkKeys Foundational Skills to define current 

competencies and harness training data to align your workforce 

with your companyôs near- and long-term strategic plans. 

The WorkKeys Talent assessment allows you to groom 

candidates for advancement by comparing them to top 

performers. 

 
5.4  The WorkKeys assessment system 

WorkKeys assessments measure ñreal worldò foundational skills 

that are critical to job success. These skills are valuable for any 

occupation ð unskilled, skilled or professional ð and at any level 

of education. In addition to assessments, the WorkKeys system 

offers a comprehensive approach that includes job analysis 

methodologies that identify skills required for jobs and training to 

correct skill gaps. WorkKeys assessments can be used by any 

entity concerned about the employability skills of current and future 

employees. Test results provide valuable information for 

individuals, employers, high schools, colleges, one-stop centers, 

job services, welfare-to-work programs, correctional institutions, 
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