Moving Men and Women to Economic Independence in Michigan

In Michigan, there have been significant efforts on the part of state government to move those who are chronically unemployed away from public support and into sustained employment.  Though there has been limited success, the current service strategies are not effectively moving people out of poverty, especially those who are living in the urban centers.  The plight of these individuals, many living through generations of poverty and chronic unemployment, has been largely unchanged by current workforce development efforts.   With a lack of a work identity, poor employment skills, inadequate reading and math abilities, and other significant barriers, a more long-term customized approach is needed to support this group in finding, keeping, and wanting a job.

Goodwill Industries of Greater Detroit (Goodwill) has worked to find creative solutions to this issue.  As a result, the organization recently implemented three innovative service models.  The Within Reach program has demonstrated significant results in working with Detroit residents who are chronically unemployed.  Providing services to people exiting the criminal justice system, the New Start program has also achieved substantial impact.  Probably the most creative program has been Flip the Script that is successfully working with low-income, young, minority men and assisting them in securing apprenticeships in the building trades.  Private foundations have initially funded each of these programs.  While Goodwill is having a positive impact through the implementation of these three program models, uncertain sustainability puts their future promise at risk.  

Through Goodwill’s participation in government funded employment programs like Work First, and through the development of the three innovative projects, it has become clear that there are key service components required for success.  Within Reach, New Start, and Flip the Script have developed and incorporated a number of these components.  Others are still missing pieces in the overall employment puzzle for persons who are chronically unemployed.   Nevertheless, the knowledge gained has already resulted in a re-structuring of the service approach for Goodwill’s Detroit programs, incorporating a number of lessons learned into a more comprehensive, flexible system.  

As a result of these experiences, Goodwill is interested in taking the next steps in creating a comprehensive, customized, service delivery system for people who are chronically unemployed.  This model will build on the success of the three innovative programs, and will add the missing components of an ideal service array.  The system will provide people the specific training and supports they need, regardless of referral source or potential funding stream.  They will receive these services at the level they need, and at the point they will benefit from them.  Each person will have a customized plan for success, a targeted employment outcome, and a coach that supports them along the way.  Employers will be active partners in this initiative, working together with Goodwill to develop the employees they need to achieve economic success and to grow their businesses.  

Moving Men and Women to Economic Independence in Michigan is a proposal to fund and support this initiative on behalf of those living in poverty.

Goodwill’s Detroit Career Center currently houses a series of programs and services that are uniquely provided to specific populations.  Access to program opportunities and components has been limited by referral source, funding stream, demographics, and even by disability.  Individual programs also may lack key components that are offered in others.   A new way of customizing the services provided, based on an overall assessment and the provision of case management support, is needed to ensure the best outcomes and the most effective utilization of resources.  

The vision is to develop an integrated system of service options instead of an array of programs.  The new system will be built around the key components of the promising new initiatives that have been implemented, and will allow access to all service options that individuals want and need to ensure employment success.  The proposed design will combine the Within Reach, New Start, Flip the Script, and Work First programs currently operated within the Detroit Career Center.  The new model will provide individualized pathways for men and women to achieve economic independence.

The proposed system will incorporate the following components:

1. Intake and Assessment

All individuals who are interested in receiving employment services from this new system will participate in a comprehensive initial assessment.  This assessment will include an initial interview and assessment in the following areas: attitudinal testing, criminal background, drug screening, academic aptitude, and career interests.  This function will serve three purposes. 

· It will divert those who do not meet the basic entry requirements or have barriers that need to be addressed prior to participation.  They will be referred to the appropriate services with other community providers and can return when ready and capable to participate.

· It will assist in the development of a customized service strategy.  Modules of training will be selected based on the wants and needs of each customer, resulting in a unique plan for reaching their targeted employment goal.

· It will result in the individual’s attachment to a coach, who will provide support, advice, and service coordination.

2. Coaching     

 All individuals will be paired with a coach.  This individual will provide ongoing support, services coordination, individual service plan development, and ensure that each person is obtaining the right services at the right time.  The coach will work with each person to develop reasonable employment expectations.  In this model, the coach will remain with each individual throughout their training and job placement, and will continue to provide active retention support up to one year after employment.  

3. Work Identity and Soft Skills Development

The current array of soft skills training options offered by the Within Reach, New Start, and Flip the Script programs will be re-configured to provide specific modules available to all participants.  Based on an individual’s needs or assets that require development, a customized training plan can be developed.  One person may require the entire 13 weeks of training.  Others may only need specific components.  However each training module will be standardized and provide the same level of quality training. 

For many of those served, the most critical training component will be the development of a work identity.  Work Identity is a person’s orientation to work, the feeling that work is central to whom someone is, the expectation that work is important, and that barriers should be overcome to preserve one’s job.  One key element in this development is the long-term participation in a group experience.  This can be accomplished by some via participation in the soft skills training curriculum.  It is expected that specialized groups of peers (i.e. young minority men, or ex-offenders) will meet with the goal being the growth of a positive peer group and the gradual development of common expectations and identities around work and careers.

All participation in the soft skills curriculum and in the specialized groups will be coordinated by the individual’s coach.

4. Hard Skills Development

The Detroit Career Center is registered as a Proprietary School by the State of Michigan and in this role has developed three occupational skills training programs that will be available within the new service system.  The Certified Facilities Services Technician training (janitorial and building maintenance), A+ certification as a computer repair technician, and Microsoft Office certification can all be offered to those whose targeted career goals are a match for this training opportunity.

5. Academic Preparation

People will have the opportunity to access remedial education, GED preparation, and training to increase reading and math skills as a part of their individualized plan.  Several current programs offer these options.  However in the proposed system, it will be provided in a centralized, standardized format.  

          6.     Transitional Employment Opportunities

Each participant will have the opportunity to experience paid transitional employment as a part of their customized plan.  This will include a paid work experience in the Goodwill Industrial Center.  The length of time, and hours per week will be coordinated by the person’s coach.  Wages are paid by Goodwill Industries.  Other employer based internships, and community based work experiences will be available and provided as needed.  

          7.      Job Development and Placement Services

A centralized placement unit will provide all job development and placement services.  This will be done in partnership with the individual and their coach.  Opportunities will be available to have specific training and placement tracks in partnership with designated employers.  Job

development, employability skills, and all supportive services will begin while a person is still receiving training.  The goal being a seamless move from training directly into employment.  

A centralized employment unit has been developed within the Detroit Career Center, starting operation in July 2004.  In its first three months, the unit has already dramatically improved placement outcomes, through the provision of consistent, individualized, and efficient services.

          8.     Post Placement Support and Retention Services

All individuals placed in employment will receive ongoing, active, retention support from their coach.  This will include visits to employers, meetings with the individual, referrals to needed community supports, coordination of additional services, and re-referral to the Goodwill service system as required ensuring sustained employment.  Services will continue to be provided in an individualized way to remove any barriers to successful retention of employment.  It is expected that these services will be provided before crises arise and will always be organized around the goal of strengthening work identity.

          9.     Partnership with Employers 

Relationship building with employers has been a major component of the three existing programs.  The Business Advisory Council developed by the Within Reach program will be expanded to encompass the entire new service system.  This process of employer engagement is seen as an ongoing investment, resulting in strong partnerships that work together for mutual benefit.  Employers will continue to provide input and advice on curriculum, program design, and customer satisfaction.  Opportunities to design specialized training for individual employers will continue to be developed.

As a result of this new approach, each person served will have an individualized plan for achieving economic independence that has been developed as a result of a comprehensive assessment and screening process.  Some will need academic support, others will need soft skills training.  Many will benefit from transitional employment, while others will need long-term training and support.  People who are ex-offenders, women living in poverty, young minority men, and anyone else who is chronically unemployed may pursue training within this system.  To them the system will appear seamless, customized, and empowering.  They will move forward with a targeted employment outcome, a coach providing long-term support, and a plan for success. 

