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I. Executive Summary

There are no simple answers to the question of what works best in
workforce development efforts targeted to the low income, low wage
population. However, based on interviews with approximately 29 experts
from across the country and a review of the most current and significant
literature in the field, there is a definite consensus as to what does not work.
There is also a general understanding of, and movement toward, approaches
that do work in lifting families out of poverty and into self-sufficient jobs.
And finally, there are encouraging innovations only recently launched and
not yet rigorously evaluated. This report summarizes a broad spectrum of

these approaches and highlights those with particular promise.



WHAT WE KNOW DOESN’T WORK:
CHALLENGES TO WORKFORCE SUCCESS

Limited connections to employers and the
labor market.
Too much focus on getting any - even a
low wage - job quickly.
An ever-increasing skills mismatch between
employers and the potential workforce.
The obstacles full-time working parents!
face in taking advantage of work-force
training opportunities such as retention
and career advancement services.
Organizational and systemic challenges,
including:
A lack of organizations and staff with
experience in addressing the needs of
employers.
A financing and regulatory system for
workforce development that is unreasonably
fragmented and underfunded.

WHAT DOES WORK AND HOLDS PROMISE:
CONTRIBUTORS TO WORKFORCE SUCCESS

Innovative approaches to advancement,
career paths, and higher-level skills,
including:
Flexible scheduling.
Remedial bridges to post-secondary
degrees and certificates.
Customized advancement services for
specific employers.
A redesign of post-secondary curriculum
and credential sequencing.

Close connections to the labor market and

specific employers, including:
Efforts closely tied to a region’s business
community. This includes a focus on industry
sectors, and especially on sectors that pay
higher wages upfront or that offer employees
the potential to advance over time.
Dual-customer organizations that address
the needs of both workers and employers.
Private staffing and feeder approaches
targeting higher wage entry-level jobs.

Publicly funded supports, including:
Work and wage supports, whether
permanent or transitional, to stabilize low
wage families, including Earned Income Tax
Credits (EITCs); health benefits; and housing,
transportation, and child care assistance.

ENCOURAGING INNOVATIONS:

Financing tools such as tax credit syndications
and private loan funds.

Personal savings- and asset-development
strategies.

Community-based and place-based initiatives.
Regulatory and systemic innovations resulting
in increased wages, state work and wage
supplements, and enhanced small business
capacity.

Il. Background
LIIF & Workforce Development

LIIF provides capital investments to enter-
prises capable of improving the life chances of
our country’s poorest individuals and families.
While LIIF’s primary borrowers develop the real
estate associated with affordable housing,
child-care facilities, or educational facilities, a
subset of LIIF capital is dedicated to other
community-building activities, such as work-
force development. In particular, LIIF believes that
the life chances of families will improve as the
income earned by a family’s workers increases.

With this in mind, LIIF commissioned a
report on workforce development strategies as
a complement to its activities in the workforce
development financing arena. This report illus-
trates the range and diversity of promising
approaches to moving low income individuals
into the workforce generally, and out of poverty
(and into economic self-sufficiency) ideally.
While many of these approaches are considered
“best practices,” some are too new or small-
scale to be so characterized, and are therefore
referred to as “promising approaches.” In an
attempt to provide breadth, this report often
illustrates particular approaches with only a
single example. Readers should note that, in
most cases, many more examples exist. LIIF
hopes that this report will serve as a useful tool
to LIIF clients, partners, and friends currently
active or contemplating work in the workforce
development arena.



Defining Success

The identification of promising approaches
requires defining “success,” a broad and multi-
layered concept. The difficulty in narrowing
this definition results in part from an evolving
sense of an individual’s natural or assisted
progression through the “worker lifecycle” into
increasingly better jobs and income levels. In
this sense, promising approaches (as described
in Section IV) comprise those human capital
development strategies that most effectively
cause an individual to learn, become employed,
and move forward through a cycle of work
and advancement. A second perspective
(as described in Sections V and VI) measures
promise on the basis of organizational structure
or systemic attributes. What remains to be
evaluated for the newer of these approaches
is the potential for scale, replication, and
ongoing funding.

What will be considered successful also
depends upon the population targeted —
single adults, working parents, non-English
speakers, individuals with multiple barriers,
youth — and on the goals of the entity defining
success. Government, for example, may define
success as replacing welfare benefits with any
earnings, regardless of sufficiency. A community-
based organization (CBO) may define it as
moving a person with multiple barriers into a
supported-living environment with an intern-
ship. Alternatively, a non-English speaker may
learn English but still be unemployed. This
report focuses primarily on those strategies
considered promising at ultimately moving
poor individuals and families into work at self-
sufficient wages. LIIF encourages readers to
review other sources for comprehensive
discussions of strategies for individuals with
multiple barriers and for youth.

lll. The Federal Regulatory Context

To build a more competitive workforce,
public and private enterprises alike have played
roles in workforce development. At one end of
the spectrum, public economic development
resources stimulate investment in specific
industries and regions, generally increasing work-
force opportunities. At the other end, private

business invests in developing the capacity of
its own employees. In the center, primarily
public resources are allocated to develop the
low wage, low-skilled population into self-suffi-
cient, gainfully employed workers. This report
focuses on promising approaches in this center
slice of workforce development activities.

Public efforts to stimulate workforce
development among the low wage, low-skilled
population have been shaped primarily by
three federal agencies (and their respective
legislative and regulatory authorities): the U.S.
Department of Labor (DoL), the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services (DHHS), and the
U.S. Department of Education (DoE).

Department of Labor

Dol retains primary jurisdiction over
workforce-related programs to assist adults,
dislocated workers, and youth. In 1998, DoL
enacted the Workforce Investment Act (WIA),
intended to serve both job-seekers and employers
by “provid[ing] workforce investment activities ...
that increase the employment, retention, and
earnings of participants, and increase the
occupational skill attainment of participants,
and, as a result, improve the quality of the
workforce, reduce welfare dependency, and
enhance the productivity and competitiveness
of the Nation.” WIA provides funds primarily to
localities governed by Workforce Investment
Boards (WIBs) composed of business, govern-
ment, nonprofit, and education representatives.

Replacing the Job Training Partnership Act
(JTPA), WIA’s most significant reforms include:
1) universalizing eligibility rather than targeting
funds to low income workers, 2) creating a
voucher system intended to promote choice
and enhance provider accountability, and
3) creating a one-stop delivery system of federal
funds and services dedicated to workforce and
education efforts. Not all of these reforms have
been implemented by all localities, and WIA’s
new requirements, coupled with diminishing
funding, continue to be quite controversial.
WIA funding for training for low income adults
amounts to an unknown percentage of the $9o0
million allocation, and Title I provides $575
million for adult basic education and English
for Speakers of other Languages ESOL).!



Key Regulatory Takeaways:

A trend toward moving low income
adults off welfare and into the
workforce.

Diminishing federal resources for
training and education, and loss of
targeting to low income individuals
and families.

A fragmented federal structure
with silos of activity and competing
constituencies.

Department of Health & Human Services

DHHS administers the Temporary Assistance
to Needy Families (TANF) program, enacted
in 1996 to replace the Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC) welfare program.
TANF’s main goal is to move welfare recipients
into the workplace, and its most salient features
are a five-year family lifetime limit on receipt of
public welfare, coupled with penalties (imposed
by states) for most families that do not find
work within required time frames. To motivate
states to reduce the number of families receiving
welfare, TANF imposes hefty state caseload
work requirements. TANF funds are block-
granted to states, and may be used to support
a variety of purposes, including a $326 million
allocation for training.

Department of Education

DoE provides grants and loans to individuals
for higher education, and grants to states for
adult and vocational education. Pell Grants are
the largest source of federal funding for job
training ($4.6 billion), providing aid to individuals
who enroll in colleges and trade school programs.

Resulting Silos & Disinvestment

The competing jurisdictional authority of
each of these agencies creates enormously
isolated silos of ever-diminishing funding.

For example, since 1985, total Dol funding for
worker training has decreased by 29 percent,
with a 55 percent decrease in the number of
individuals trained between Program Year 1998
and PY 2001. !

IV. Promising Approaches for Adult
Workforce Learning & Advancement

This section provides an understanding of
how adults learn and advance to jobs with self-
sufficient wages, and presents the most prom-
ising human-capital-development approaches
to designing effective education and training.

EVOLUTION OF APPROACHES

Prior to the 1990s (and passage of welfare
reform and WIA), publicly funded workforce
development efforts targeted to low income,
low wage individuals were primarily spearheaded

by social service organizations trying to better
the individual through relatively long-term
education or a very soft-skilled approach to

job readiness training.!V Remedial education
resembled courses these individuals had
attended and failed in the past. Public funding
streams arrived without demands for wage or
retention performance accountability, and their
lack of success went undetected for years.

The 1996 welfare reform legislation crystal-
lized the idea that pushing individuals into
work was key to workforce success. The legisla-
tion presumed that poor families merely needed
a job to end their dependence on public subsidy
and exit poverty. Half of that premise now
turns out to be false. Results from Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC)
studies of early welfare-to-work programs
(as well as other research) demonstrated that
most of these programs led to jobs that paid
extremely low wages, often as low as income
received from the basic (AFDC) welfare grant.V
Coined as “Work First” approaches, programs
studied by MDRC and others moved families
very quickly into the labor force, and most did
not permit training as a preliminary step. Work
First approaches did succeed in significantly
increasing families’ earnings from non-public
sources and decreasing their dependence on
government benefits. Unfortunately, and
extremely disappointing to public policymakers,
this body of research did not find Work First
efforts lifting most families out of poverty. V!
The combination of these research results and
the impending exhaustion of many families’ five-
year lifetime TANF limits caused advocates and
practitioners in the late 1990s to embrace new
theories of how to lift families out of poverty.
Experts were beginning to seize on retention
and advancement as the next step in the worker
lifecycle, and public policymakers began to
condition funding on meeting satisfactory
retention and wage-progression benchmarks.
Most suspected that closer organizational
connections to employers would be key.

The following subsections identify promising
training/education designs that work best at
each stage of the worker’s lifecycle, from getting
the first job to advancing in a career. Critical in
each of these are supports, including crisis
supports (emergency shelter, mental health
assistance, child welfare, food), transitional or



permanent work supports (child care, health
insurance, housing, transportation, and reduced
TANF assistance), wage supports (such as the
EITC), and peer supports.

Moving Individuals with Multiple
Barriers into the Workforce

Promising strategies designed to move
individuals with significant and multiple barriers
to employment (including drug and alcohol
addiction, mental illness, homelessness, and
domestic abuse) lead to stabilization and job
readiness. These approaches provide financial,
medical, and other resources to address specific
barriers, coupled with intensive, full-time,
extremely structured work experiences.

GOAL: STABILIZATION AND READINESS TO
ENTER THE UNSUBSIDIZED WORKFORCE OR
MORE FORMAL EDUCATION.
Training Design:
Moderate to long-term (3 months to
18 months).
Transitional and subsidized (paid) full-time
work experience.
Peer support and role modeling.
Small and intensive.
Skills:
Stabilization.
Soft skills (resume-writing and job-seeking).
Hard skills (on-the-job-training).
Challenges:

These programs are small, intense, and
costly; also, they are not usually scaleable.

Moving Adults into Jobs Quickly

The most effective strategy for getting
someone into the labor force relatively quickly
is the “mixed” Work First model. This model
allows individuals to participate in either short-
term “job-search-first” (structured job-seeking)
or “education-and-training-first” components
prior to or during a job search. The determination
of a specific approach reflects individual needs.

To the extent that a community’s goal is to
move individuals into the workforce and off
public assistance, Work First does, indeed, work
for a specific segment of the population. Also,
to the extent employed Work First participants
continue to access the next tier of services—

retention and advancement — Work First repre-
sents a positive first step.V!l However, experts
usually do not consider Work First to be a best
practice, because, as explained by Cindy Marano,
director of the National Network of Sector
Partners, this strategy “is inherently uninterest-
ing, since evidence has shown that Work First
fails to lift families out of poverty.” The most
promising Work First results were documented
in Portland, which used a “mixed” strategy and
encouraged participants to hold out for slightly
better paying jobs.

GOAL: MOVING INDIVIDUALS QUICKLY INTO

JOBS AND OFF WELFARE.

Training Design:
Short term (3 weeks to 3 months).
Selectivity allowed in choosing job paying
higher than minimum wage.
Structured job searches.

Skills:
Primarily soft skills (resume-writing and
job-seeking) in the job-search-first component.
Hard skills (including GED preparation) in
short-term education-first component.

Earnings Outcomes:
A relatively low wage job requiring few skills
(%5 to $7/hour).
Five-year total earnings increased by
25 percent as compared to the control
(although base earnings were still below
poverty levels).Vill

Challenges:
Very short-term structured job-search or
employment training does not raise family
income or lift a family out of poverty.
Public funding systems do not currently
prioritize serving the employed Work First
population (the working poor), ultimately
stymieing participants’ abilities to advance
into self-sufficiency.



Key Training & Advancement Takeaways:

The old methods are not lifting
families out of poverty.

Long-term training and remedial
education disconnected from employers
do not work.

Quick-entry strategies are not likely

to lift individuals out of poverty, though
they can replace public benefits with
earnings and may be the best step on
the continuum to getting a better job.

Innovative approaches can assist
workers in progressing along an employ-
ment continuum from low

wages to advancement, higher skill
levels, and self-sufficient wages.

The approaches include:

Curriculum tightly linked to (or designed
by) specific employers or industries.

Subsidized, structured work experience
for individuals with multiple barriers.
Remedial and vocationalized short-
term bridges to post-secondary
programs.

Flexible scheduling for advancement
services for working parents/guardians.

Targeting higher wage entry-level jobs
and industries that offer advancement
opportunities.

A redesign of post-secondary curricula,
allowing for innovative credential
sequencing, shorter certification
programs, and closer ties to business
and jobs.

Advancement & Career Pathways

More recently, workforce development
efforts have shifted their focus from ushering
individuals quickly into any job to assisting
individuals in exiting poverty through advance-
ment to better jobs. Also referred to as career
pathways services, advancement services vary
temporally as well as strategically.

Individuals may enlist in career advance-
ment services during at least three separate
points in the worker lifecycle. Services may be
upfront and early, integrated into the worker’s
search and skill-training for a first, or better,
entry-level job. Next, retention services help
incumbent workers keep their jobs or learn new
skills. Finally, advancement services and post-
secondary education offered to individuals
while they are working or in between jobs
allow access to lifelong learning and ongoing
advancement. Some employers — especially
those in industries such as health care, where
skilled labor needs or turnover are high—offer
their own entry-level employees on-the-job
advancement services.

The reality of low income, low wage workers’
lives puts constraints on the success and timing
of some of these interventions. This population
is particularly economically fragile and over-
worked, and many have young children. At the
same time, many employers refuse to offer
release time for retention or advancement
services.X It is not surprising, then, that evalu-
ations of post-employment programs for low
income parents find that only a small percent-
age use these services.X As a result, most non-
employer-sponsored advancement services are
either provided by workforce development
organizations upfront (integrated into training
for an entry-level job) or between jobs.

Strategically, these services vary in accor-
dance with how organizations define a more
advanced or “better” job. Some focus on entry-
level jobs with higher wages, some on stepping-
stone jobs with potential for advancement, and
some on industries with long-term labor needs
at various levels of seniority. Finally, some
organizations — for example, community
colleges — target those jobs that are possible
only after acquisition of specific skills or
educational certifications.

The following are descriptions of specific
advancement tactics. Section V of this report
details unique organizational approaches
primarily focused on the advancement slice
of the worker lifecycle.

1. ADVANCEMENT SERVICES UPFRONT:
BETTER OR TARGETED ENTRY-LEVEL JOBS

A variety of organizations provide services
upfront that enable individuals to access jobs
with employers who pay relatively higher
entry-level wages or provide better benefits, or
who position employees to advance over time.

A practice common to promising upfront
advancement approaches consists of close
collaboration with employers (including joint
curriculum development) to provide relevant
job training or remedial education customized
for real job needs. Unlike prior generations of
adult remedial education, remedial “bridge”
courses are vocationalized — offering job
relevance — and short-term. For example,
Focus Hope, a Detroit-based manufacturing,
information technology, and engineering sectoral
initiative, offers a sequence of remedial bridges
to vocational training. Its offerings include
“First Step,” a 4-week bridge (for adults with
6th- to 8th-grade abilities) to “Fast Track,” a
5-week bridge to vocational education. Even
those who leave after only completing the
“Vestibule” (the first 5 weeks of a 26-week
vocational certificate program) are still capable
of entering the respective sector with $7/hour
entry-level jobs.

2. POST-EMPLOYMENT ADVANCEMENT:
SKILLS AND POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

Advancement strategies can promote career
pathways by offering individuals multiple entry
points at which to obtain skills and advance
over time.

Experts agree that possession of a post-
secondary college degree may lead to the
greatest wage payoff for this population, with
a possible 7 to 10 percent increase in earnings. X!
However, meeting the requirements for a two-
or four-year degree is challenging. Working
parents cobbling together more than one job
and meeting child care responsibilities cycle in
and out of degree programs over many years,



losing ground and credits previously gained.
Notably, some community colleges have
succeeded in instituting enormous reforms by
redesigning their curricula and providing flexi-
bility in scheduling and sequencing of credits.
Presenting educational offerings in short-term
modules allows individuals to gain skills at
different points in their lives without taking
a two-year time-out for a degree. Skyline
Community College in San Mateo, California,
for example, has converted a two-year degree
program into a 10-week certification course
that feeds into high-wage, entry-level jobs at
Genentech, a leading biotechnology company.
While degree programs remain viable and
important post-employment advancement
options for some adults, other innovations
would offer services in between jobs, ideally
through training or skills customized for specific
employers or industries.

GOAL: ASSIST WORKERS IN ADVANCING
OVER TIME TO JOBS THAT WILL PAY
SELF-SUFFICIENT WAGES.
Training Design:
4 weeks to 18 months (ideally, less than
6 months).
Flexible scheduling: evenings, weekends,
e-learning.
Customized employer- or job-specific
training, especially for incumbent workers.
Short-term remedial bridges to post-
secondary education.
Post-secondary redesign (modules leading
to degrees or certificates, with multiple entry
points and portable credentials).
Temp jobs.
Skills:
Remedial and vocationalized reading,
math, ESL.
Post-secondary/vocational.
Career planning/mapping.
Network building.
Adaptability (to different managers
and tasks).
Management skills (for supervisors of
entry-level employees, or as an advancement).
Savings and asset-building.

Successful Outcomes:
$8 to $12/hour starting pay, with potential
advance to $22/hour. X!l
Average annual salary starting at $17,700
and up Xl
Community college credential or portable
credits.
Assets, including homes.

Challenges:
Public funding for advancement and post-
employment efforts is extremely limited.
Low wage working parents have limited time
available for services.
Many individuals switch jobs shortly after the
first entry-level job, calling into question an
upfront advancement strategy of focusing
scarce resources entirely on initial job
placement.
Scarce resources often force community
colleges to focus on contract education for
employers (not usually targeted to low
income or low wage individuals).

V. Promising Organizational Approaches

This section focuses on promising approaches
from an organizational perspective, including
the design, philosophical approach, staffing
needs, and challenges confronting workforce-
development organizations.

Workforce development organizations
adopt approaches and corresponding organiza-
tional designs that vary based on the depth of
the organization’s connection to employers and
on the exclusivity of its focus on the individual
or the employer as primary client. Promising
approaches capitalize on the advancement and
career-pathway tactics described toward the
end of the preceding section. Those approaches
that prioritize the deepest connections to
employers seem to experience the most success-
ful employment outcomes for the low income,
low wage population.






























