
SkillWorks System Change — Phase II Year 1
Introduction
Phase II of the SkillWorks Initiative began in January 2009.  During the planning for Phase II, the funders and staff did considerable work to refine the elements of the Initiative based upon the learnings from Phase I.  While the overall approach to system change and the specific activities contributing to system change were similar to Phase I, there were some refinements.  Most notably:

· The role of the funders and the SkillWorks staff in building SkillWorks’ advocacy capacity as well as its own strategy for achieving system change was more explicitly part of the theory of change.

· While SkillWorks decided to continue to work with the Workforce Solutions Group (WSG) as the primary vehicle for achieving public policy changes in the publicly-funded workforce development system, during Phase II the funders asked that WSG bring in three additional members to its executive team (E-Team):  a representative from the employer community; the director of the Workforce Investment Association (now the Massachusetts Workforce Professionals Association); and a representative from an organization with workforce research and policy expertise.  In addition, given some of the challenges during Phase I, the funders invited the public funders (the city of Boston and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts) to participate as non-voting members of the public policy committee.
· The capacity-building component of the SkillWorks Initiative was refined and a new group, the Commonwealth Workforce Coalition, was chosen to deliver and coordinate capacity-building services.  The focus on capacity building was both on providing direct technical assistance to funded partnerships as well as more generally building the capacity of the workforce system to deliver dual-customer workforce services.  Capacity building also became a more explicit part of the system change agenda, with SkillWorks developing a strategy to document and disseminate learnings from the Initiative, host general trainings and workshop sessions, and create learning networks that include not only the funded workforce partnerships but also other organizations and grantees.

In addition to the changes from Phase I, SkillWorks launched a new “Green Collar Career Pathways Initiative” with support from several new funders.  
This report looks broadly at the entire SkillWorks Initiative over its first year of Phase II and the various elements of its activities that related to achieving its system change agenda, including:

· the activities of the SkillWorks funders and staff;
· the activities of the Workforce Solutions Group;
· the activities of the sector partnerships;
· the activities related to the green jobs grantees; and
· the capacity building activities.
The three sections in this summary report focus on the progress of these components in contributing to the Initiative’s system change agenda:
1. Progress in Achieving Outcomes.
2. The Key Findings.
3. Potential Recommendations.
Progress in Achieving Outcomes 

During Phase II of SkillWorks, SkillWorks staff adopted a system change framework based upon the work of the national Workforce Alliance (now the National Skills Coalition).  This framework identified system change goals and strategies within three categories:
1. Proportionate Investment.  This goal focuses on ensuring that federal and state investments in workforce development match the demands of the labor market.

2. Career Pathways.  The goal of career pathways is to expand access to workforce education and training for all workers by better aligning adult basic education, job training, and higher education systems to create pathways to postsecondary education.

3. Sector Partnerships.  This involves strategies that focus on the goal of meeting the skill needs of local industries and improving opportunities for workers through the development of better training, retention, and advancement strategies.

This framework guided the work of an April 2009 retreat that brought together SkillWorks funders and staff, the new Phase II Workforce Partnerships, and the WSG.  In addition, this framework is guiding the workplan of WSG in Phase II.

The following sections look at the progress that has been achieved in seeking to address these three broad system change goals.

Proportionate Investment
As in the past, ensuring adequate resources consumed the most time and resources on the part of WSG during the first year of Phase II.  However, given the fiscal environment and the severe economic changes occurring during 2009, the focus was not on increasing resources for the workforce development system, but on minimizing losses.  In fiscal year 2010, the Workforce Competitiveness Trust Fund (WCTF) received no state funding (though it did receive $5 million from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act); adult-based education funding was cut by about $2 million from FY 2009; one-stop career centers saw about a 20 percent decline in funding; state youth summer jobs funding was cut in half; and Employment Service funding also experienced about a 20 percent reduction.  The expectation is that even further cuts will be made in FY 2011.
Despite this bleak fiscal context, the work of WSG and SkillWorks did have some limited impact on how workforce development funds were allocated over 2009.  In particular, having the workforce advocacy community speak with one voice to the Administration and to the Legislature was important to making the case for the importance of the WCTF and the Workforce Training Fund.  
· Involvement in the use of American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funding.
Massachusetts was one of the earliest states to begin to think about how it would effectively utilize new federal resources through a stimulus bill.  Governor Patrick, very early in the process, convened a Workforce Task Force that met at the end of 2008 and the very beginning of 2009.  Three members of the WSG executive team participated in this task force.  Its focus was to ensure that federal stimulus funds would benefit low-income, low-skilled individuals, to ensure that job postings were accessible to this population, and to advocate that funds be spent for training and apprenticeships.  

When federal ARRA money did make its way to Massachusetts, some of the relevant language and recommendations from the task force were included.  While the percentage of money that went directly for training was higher than in many other states, WSG did not achieve all that it had wanted both in terms of the level of funding for training and the focus on low-income individuals.
WSG also worked to secure $5 million in ARRA discretionary funding for the WCTF and strongly supported the efforts to allocate funds to the Learn at Work program.  While interviews suggest that the state would have likely made these choices independently of WSG, it was an important voice in efforts to allocate some of the ARRA funds to areas that were particularly relevant to the SkillWorks agenda.  
· Raising awareness and support for the Workforce Training Fund.
In 1998, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts created the Workforce Training Fund (WTF) to provide resources to Massachusetts businesses and workers to train current and newly hired employees.  The WTF is capitalized through a very small surcharge on the unemployment insurance tax paid by employers.  In the past, WSG had not focused on the funding allocation for the Workforce Training Fund since all of the money going into the fund was used for the designated purposes.  However, given the fiscal stress in the state, the governor and legislature saw these resources as a way to fill some critical gaps in the budget.  In fiscal year 2009, the legislature took $9 million out of the fund, and, in 2010, $10 million was taken out of the WTF for the state’s general fund.  WSG was very active in trying to sustain the full funding for the WTF.  It wrote op-eds for newspapers in the state and with its new member, the Business Roundtable, worked to develop a broad coalition that would push to ensure that the full funding go to employers for workforce and training activities.  
In the FY 2011 budget, the governor again suggested talking $10 million from the fund.  In addition, there was concern about the WTF’s future since it was scheduled to expire at the end of 2010.  With the active advocacy of WSG, two bills were sponsored by state legislators (H22 and H1813) that would extend the WTF through 2015 and would also make the fund a trust so that prior appropriations through the state budget would not be required.  WSG continues to actively lobby for passage of these bills.
Career Pathways

In Year 1, the focus of SkillWorks’ and WSG’s work in this area was on setting a more specific policy agenda to better align the various components of the workforce development system and to improve access for low-income, low-skilled individuals.  Only limited progress was made in actually improving pathways this year.  However, the partnerships developed some interesting models that offer potential for system change in this area.
· Raising awareness of the youth issues.
The issue of developing increased funding and support for youth workforce development services has been an area of interest for the WSG executive team for some time.  With the addition of Andy Sum from the Northeastern Center for Labor Market Studies to the executive team, this issue took on even greater significance.  

In 2008, Don Gillis of the Massachusetts Workforce Board Association took the first step of drafting a bill, the Youth Solutions Act, that would provide increased funding for youth services and develop a Youth Solutions Commission focused on developing a more coherent and effective system for serving the workforce needs of youth.  While developed by individual members of WSG, the draft act was brought to the entire WSG executive team who voted on endorsing the bill and working on its enactment.  The bill was filed in January 2009, and WSG has worked hard to find co-sponsors and raise awareness of the issues.  

While WSG concedes that enactment of the act is very unlikely, this act, as well as other work by Andy Sum and Don Gills of WSG, has raised awareness of the critical employment issues facing youth and the potential impact of reduced funding for youth services. 

· Developing an agenda around increasing access for low-income adults to education and training.
A range of activities throughout Year 1 focused on developing new approaches to meeting the education and training needs of low-income individuals.  This work involved both the WSG and SkillWorks funders and staff.

The staff of the Crittenton Women’s Union took the lead in drafting the Workers Pathways to Self-Sufficiency Act of 2009.  This bill was designed to address some of the critical “pathway”-related barriers in the Commonwealth.  The bill has two major components:  first, it focused on both re-funding the Educational Rewards Program, which had been established through the Workforce Solutions Act, and making other improvements in the program including developing a pilot program that would help students participating in the program to succeed in postsecondary education; and, second, it focused on expanding access to training for individuals that were receiving Transitional Assistance for Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC) support in the state.  As in the case of the Youth Solutions Act, while developed by one member of the WSG E-Team, the specifics of the bill were presented and debated by the entire E-Team, and the bill was eventually endorsed as a priority for WSG.  This bill has been reported out of committee favorably, and WSG continues to advocate actively for its passage.  However, WSG also agrees that the bill is unlikely to pass in 2010 and is using it as a vehicle for heightening interest and awareness of issues related to education and training access.
SkillWorks also sponsored a couple of learning activities for funders and the workforce development field on issues related to education and training access.  In May 2009, SkillWorks sponsored a workshop on “Strategies and Models for Successful Transitions.”  This well-attended workshop brought in Sandy Goodman of the National College Transition Network of World Education.  A general session was held with the SkillWorks partnerships and a few other guests in the morning, and this was followed by a working meeting with the SkillWorks funders that sought to connect the learning with potential system and policy issues in Massachusetts.  SkillWorks staff also began to focus attention on the alignment of the workforce system with the state’s community colleges.  During 2009, this issue was elevated to a major system change priority for the Initiative overall and work was started to develop a more strategic approach to promoting system-level changes.
· Creating new models that enhance pathways to postsecondary education for low-skilled individuals.
Each of the SkillWorks partnerships has tried to address barriers that have made it difficult for its participants to attain the skills needed to advance to family wage employment.  If the work of an individual partnership has either “replication” potential or could lead to ongoing culture change at participating institutions, its efforts have potential “system change” implications.   

In the first year of Phase II, a couple of areas emerged with this potential.  These include the ability of the Healthcare Training Institute (HTI) to administer the Accuplacer test on site so that participants do not need to travel to Bunker Hill Community College for the test and the new relationships that Northeastern University’s College of Professional Studies and BEST Corp. are building with GED providers.
Sector Partnerships

The SkillWorks approach to achieving this system change goal has primarily been to promote further support of sector partnerships in the Commonwealth, to develop strategies to engage a broader set of employers in workforce development, and to identify areas of innovation within the existing partnerships that could serve as a catalyst for broader system changes.

· Catalyze new relationships in green jobs-related activities in Boston.
In April 2009, SkillWorks released a request for proposals for Energy Efficiency/Weatherization Workforce Partnership Planning Grants.  The planning grants were to assist in the development of planning and relationship development that would ultimately help link low-income individuals to opportunities in the sector.  On a concrete, tactical level, the grants were intended to build the capacity of community-based organizations so as to increase their competitiveness in attracting ARRA green job training funds.  In total, the SkillWorks Green Collar Pathways Initiative invested $50,000 in four organizations:  Asian American Civic Association (AACA), JFYNetworks, MASSCAP, and the Urban League of Eastern Massachusetts (ULEM).  Given the relatively small investment, SkillWorks provided catalyzing funds that moved each organization forward and helped one successfully compete for a Pathways Out of Poverty grant.  Following is a quick summary of outcomes:

· JFYNetworks, in partnership with ROCA, Inc., was awarded $2.39 million from USDOL for a Pathways Out of Poverty grant to help high-risk youth in Chelsea and Revere gain employment in the weatherization and energy efficiency field.

· AACA originally sought SkillWorks funds to work on its green facilities maintenance program, but ultimately made a strategic decision to focus on the development of an apprenticeship program for energy efficiency technicians.  SkillWorks funds were used to support consultant time to assist in the development of curriculum and build key relationships.  As an outgrowth of the planning process, funds were secured from Commonwealth Corporation and the Clean Energy Center to pay for additional curriculum.  The pilot apprenticeship will be launched in June.

· ULEM originally proposed a planning grant related to solar work in partnership with IBEW.  Ultimately, its efforts to build relationships with the unions led to a stronger partnership with the carpenters.  Based on strong support from the union, ULEM developed a pre-apprentice training program known as Boston Carpenters Pre-Apprentice Training Program (BosCarp) with the carpenters union and two major union employers.  BosCarp is a comprehensive apprenticeship readiness program incorporating technical carpentry skills, job-readiness, and case management services to prepare participants for carpentry careers or related occupations.  The proposed design received support from the Commonwealth Corporation’s Construction Trades and Related Occupations Preparation Program and will be implemented this year.

· MASSCAP used SkillWorks funding to conduct a research project to identify existing and potential green jobs and models of training programs relevant to low-income individuals.  MASSCAP worked in partnership with community action agencies, workforce investment boards (WIBs), and ABE providers across the state.  MASSCAP has not been successful in securing grants to implement specific programs as a result of its planning grant.  However, MASSCAP is far more integrated into green jobs efforts as a result.  It has instituted a permanent Green Jobs Advisory Group so the community action agencies across the state can share information and better coordinate (a problem in the past).  MASSCAP’s director has been invited to sit on an advisory board for the MassGREEN Initiative, a statewide effort to standardize energy efficiency and weatherization curriculum at community colleges across the state.  According to MASSCAP, the planning grant helped to “push our way to the table” to make sure that “our population is not being left out” of the green jobs discussion and planning.

· Initial steps in implementation of strategies to further engage employers.
WSG completed a study, Making it Work, in 2008, which profiled how employers viewed and used the workforce development system.  This study was supposed to be the focal point of efforts to further engage employers in sector partnerships and other workforce development activities.  WSG’s strategy for using the study was to undertake multiple “Workforce Trade Shows” in conjunction with the state Department of Workforce Development.  While there was initial agreement by the state to co-sponsor these trade shows, the transition in the leadership at the state’s Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development has slowed progress. 
WSG also presented the study at a meeting of the Business Service Representatives (BSRs) in the state.  This group, which works through the regional WIBs, is the direct point of access between the public workforce system and employers.  The meeting helped to provide the BSRs with an increased understanding of how the state’s employers currently view the system.  While it is too early to say if there have been any direct outcomes associated with this process, it is something that could be tracked in the future.

· System capacity reforms with potential replicability.
During Year 1, there were some indications of system change-related outcomes associated with the SkillWorks partnerships.  These included: 

· The Healthcare Training Institute has strengthened its relationships with Bunker Hill Community College (BHCC) and is now able to administer the Accuplacer test on site so that participants do not need to travel to BHCC for the test.  This is a potential system change that can be replicated in other partnerships.  In addition, HTI has worked with one of its employer partners to develop a new approach to supporting incumbent workers interested in training.  Under the proposed system, the colleges will directly bill the hospital and receive tuition payment upfront so employees do not have to wait for reimbursement.  In addition, the list of programs that qualify for tuition reimbursement will be expanded to include shorter-term certificate programs.
 
· The Hotel Training Center (HTC) is working as a partner with Local 26 and employers to explore the causes for a drop in African-American employment in the hospitality industry.  Local 26 hired a labor economist to explore the causes for the decline.  Employer partners are committed to working cooperatively to reach a solution.  In addition, the HTC has developed closer ties with Bunker Hill Community College, which has the potential to create more opportunities for low-income residents.  The activity may lead to the development of a new hospitality certificate that aligns the work of HTC and BHCC.  Both of these activities could potentially lead to broader system changes in the hospitality industry.
· The Emergency Medical Careers Partnership (EMCP) that is led by Northeastern University (NU) has the potential to impact the College of Professional Studies within NU.  SkillWorks is offering a model that NU actively wants to pursue and perfect.  
Key Findings

· SkillWorks has become more strategic and sophisticated about the system challenges and the relationship between its work and the public system and has promoted learning throughout the system on a number of key issues.
Over the course of the first year, there is evidence that SkillWorks better understands the public workforce system — at the federal, state, and local levels — and is seeking to help shape policy and practice at each of these levels.  SkillWorks staff have also begun to use the funders meetings more strategically as opportunities to bring in experts and to promote learning around a range of policy issues of relevance to SkillWorks.

During Year 1, SkillWorks sponsored a number of events to heighten awareness of key policy issues affecting the workforce community as well as to stimulate learning and discussions amongst the SkillWorks funders.  These events included:
· In January, SkillWorks invited Kevin Doyle, a consultant and expert on the emerging green economy, to present his research on the green jobs outlook in Massachusetts.
· The April funder/grantee retreat included presentations from Vickie Choitz, Anne Serino, and Carol Grady on local, state, and national issues related to postsecondary transitions for adults.

· In May, SkillWorks sponsored national experts to meet with the SkillWorks partnerships and other workforce development organizations in the region as well as the funders on Strategies and Models for Successful Transitions to Post-secondary Education.  
· In May, SkillWorks co-sponsored a forum on green jobs with the New England Clean Energy Council, the Commonwealth Corporation, and the Massachusetts Clean Energy Center.  This forum was attended by 80 employers and funders and focused on workforce development programs in this sector.
· In June 2009, SkillWorks and the Commonwealth Workforce Coalition jointly sponsored presentations of the Public/Private Ventures sector partnership study.  This involved two presentations — one for the partnerships and other workforce development providers in the morning and one for funders (both SkillWorks and non-SkillWorks), policymakers, and guests in the afternoon (including legislative staff representation from Congressman John Tierney and Senator John Kerry’s offices).  This effort was to raise awareness of the positive outcomes associated with sector workforce projects. 

· In August 2009, SkillWorks co-sponsored a webinar with the Barr Foundation, JFYNetworks, and the New England Clean Energy Council that reviewed a study that was completed on the employment base of the state’s low-income weatherization program and the Residential Conservation Services Program, MassSAVE.
· In September 2009, SkillWorks invited national leaders involved in Workforce Investment Act (WIA) reauthorization to make a presentation to partnerships and other workforce professionals in the morning and then present an overview of the WIA reauthorization process and issues to the funders meeting.
· At the October funders group, two speakers were invited to provide funders with an update on the work of the Massachusetts Asset Development Commission and the new family self-sufficiency standard developed by the Crittenton Women’s Union. 
In addition to sponsoring these activities, both SkillWorks staff and WSG staff have attended national conferences on workforce development and have brought back their learnings to the larger SkillWorks community.    

These activities represent an important shift in SkillWorks as compared to Phase I.  While in the past much of the discussion at funders meetings focused on the partnerships, over the first year of Phase II there has been a growing orientation towards learning and broader policy and system changes.  In addition, this activity represents increased linkages to the national workforce policy field and national workforce-related issues.

· The addition of the new members to the WSG executive team has strengthened the organization, has created a stronger advocacy coalition, and has enhanced the overall approach to public policy.
The three new members added to the E-Team of WSG during Phase II have already made a significant contribution to the public policy work as well as to the system overall.  Many noted that the new members were much more engaged than anticipated and the transition went much smoother than expected.  
· At about the same time that the WIA Association (now the Massachusetts Workforce Professionals Association) was added to the WSG E-Team, a new executive director, Liz Keliher, was hired.  In the past, there was some tension between the Massachusetts Workforce Board Association and the WIA Association, which meant that the two key workforce organizations were often not speaking with one voice to the legislature or the administration.  With the new leadership at the WIA Association and its active involvement in the WSG, these tensions have been minimized and a new working relationship established.  Also, the addition of the WIA Association has led to increased ties with the state’s career centers.  As just one example, it was through the WIA Association that connections were made with the Business Service Representatives.  This relationship is important since the BSRs are the public workforce system’s point of contact with the employer community.  Overall, the new relationships that are being built have strengthened the WSG and have created an even stronger workforce advocacy constituency in the state.
· The inclusion of the Business Roundtable has brought a strong business voice to WSG.  Alan Macdonald, the staff person from the Roundtable who sits on the WSG E-Team, was relatively unaware of SkillWorks prior to his participation.  While he has very strong relationships with the business community and the state’s economic development organizations, he had not been as involved in the workforce issues.  Through his involvement in WSG, he has significantly raised awareness amongst the business community of the work and issues that are of concern to SkillWorks.  As just one example, Alan was a breakout leader on workforce at the Governor’s Economic Summit at the Boston Federal Reserve Bank.  Through this venue, he was able to highlight the work of WSG and also bring back to WSG some of the concerns that he heard at the summit.  In addition, he has taken a leadership role in trying to implement the “Workforce Trade Fairs” that are being planned by WSG.  His involvement will ensure that the events are designed with the needs of employers in mind.
· The Northeastern Center for Labor Market Studies had been involved with WSG prior to Phase II, primarily as a contractor on some of the research studies.  However, as a member of the E-Team, Andy Sum is now much more closely involved in helping to set the agenda and provide real time knowledge about labor market conditions to the E-Team.  His involvement and commitment to issues related to youth were instrumental in shaping the WSG group agenda in this area.
· Much of the time during this first year of Phase II was spent developing a more specific system change agenda, rather than on moving that agenda forward.
As noted, there were some significant changes in how SkillWorks approached system change in Phase II of the Initiative.  In addition, there was a new director of WSG as well as new staff and transitions at SkillWorks.  As a result, a significant amount of time was spent in developing a more specific agenda rather than on implementation activities.  Moreover, developing this more detailed agenda was somewhat slowed as a result of the staff transitions.  For example, there were some issues related to communications during this period.  There was never a clear resolution to some of the theory of change-related issues discussed by the funders during the summer of 2009.  In addition, many of the follow-up activities identified after the April 2009 System Change Retreat were not pursued.  In terms of WSG, there was a learning curve involving the new director who had to take on a leadership role of an organization that now had three new key members.  
In addition, the national economic crisis, along with the state’s fiscal crisis, meant that significant time was spent addressing immediate crises or issues that arose.  With little hope of increasing resources for workforce development, the focus turned to trying to retain resources, reduce cutbacks, and direct new resources through ARRA in a way that conformed to the SkillWorks goals.  

Within this context, SkillWorks did continue to heighten awareness of key workforce issues, build a statewide constituency to advocate for key issues, and identify, with more specificity, the highest priority issues that needed to be addressed from a system change perspective.  However, there was little evidence that any progress had been made in achieving any of the system change outcomes that SkillWorks had set out to accomplish. 
· More clarity is needed about the role of the partnerships vis-à-vis the Workforce Solutions Group.
The relationship between the work of the partnerships and the WSG continues to be weak.  The directors of the workforce partnerships continue to have very limited involvement with the public policy work of WSG.  While some of the senior staff of the parent organizations of the partnerships have attended the regional WSG meetings and have been in contact with WSG, the directors of the partnerships do not attend the regional meetings and have little, if any, knowledge of what WSG is doing and what the current public policy priorities of SkillWorks are.  From the point of view of the directors, WSG is moving ahead with its own agenda, and its relationship with the partnerships has primarily involved asking the partnerships to support what WSG is doing.
The overall framework for SkillWorks has evolved since it was first established.  In the initial framework, the activities of the partnerships were to demonstrate best practices that were replicable, to identify barriers that could be addressed by public policy, and to develop sustainable activities through expansion to other employers.  In theory, the public policy agenda of the Workforce Solutions Group was to be at least partially directly related to the barriers that emerged as a result of “practice” — the work of the partnerships.  However, as noted in Phase I, a disconnect developed between the work of the partnerships and the public policy activities of WSG.  SkillWorks has been well aware of this disconnect and, to date, the effort was to continue to push for better connections between the partnerships and the WSG.  

There are issues on both sides.  From the point of view of WSG, the barriers that the partnerships are facing are micro-level issues that are hard to put into an advocacy campaign or to develop specific legislative proposals around.  For the partnerships, the issue has been that they have to keep their eyes on the day-to-day operations of their partnerships, and they do not have the time to devote to the broader policy issues.

It is time that SkillWorks reconsider the model that has guided its thinking or develop a more strategic approach to linking “practice” with “policy.”  Perhaps it is time to recognize that the agenda of the WSG is much broader than that which is likely to evolve from the partnerships.  Moreover, some of the barriers and challenges that the partnerships face may be more local in nature (i.e., involving the culture and policies of the community colleges in the Boston area, rather than the overall state governance structure for higher education).
· More clarity is needed about the role of the role of WSG vis-à-vis the funders and staff of SkillWorks.
The role of WSG in relation to the funders group needs further clarity.  Specifically, there is an issue of how independent WSG is of the funders in terms of both WSG’s own collaborative and the agenda that it pursues.  Over the first year of Phase II, the lack of clarity led to some challenges.

· The focus of WSG on youth issues has surfaced some issues related to who is setting the SkillWorks policy agenda and the relationship between WSG and the other activities of SkillWorks.  As noted, WSG decided to actively focus on issues related to youth employment in 2009.  This focus emerged because it was a critical priority of two of the members of the E-Team.  Most notably, Andy Sum from Northeastern has become a national leader in bringing attention to the serious nature of the youth employment issues, particularly in the current economic context.  On the other hand, SkillWorks has defined its mission around low-income, low-skilled adults.  Some of the funders of SkillWorks were uncomfortable with WSG spending a relatively large portion of its resources advocating for the Youth Solutions Act.  Some of the funders were involved in these issues as part of their non-SkillWorks activities and did not think that SkillWorks was the appropriate venue for this work.   
· WSG spent a huge amount of time in Year 1 developing the Year 2 proposal and responding to funders’ concerns.  SkillWorks funders have taken a very hands-on approach to overseeing the grant to WSG.  SkillWorks issued a 2010 re-funding application in July 2009 with a due date of October 15, 2009.  Following submission of the proposal, SkillWorks funders and staff had many questions and concerns.  Most notably, the funders felt that WSG had set out a too ambitious agenda with a large number of goals.  Based upon previous experience during Phase I, the funders felt that it was important for WSG to more explicitly prioritize its activities.  Many of the funders’ concerns were not addressed to the satisfaction of SkillWorks and, as a result, a final re-funding grant was not made until March 2010.  The result of this was that WSG spent a considerable amount of time between September 2009 and March 2010 responding to SkillWorks’ concerns related to the re-funding.  This included issues related to how the SkillWorks grant would be allocated across E-Team members, how resources would be allocated across WSG priority areas, and what would be WSG priorities.  While this level of involvement had some positive outcomes, it also consumed a significant amount of energy on the part of WSG and led to some frustrations on both sides. 

Both of these issues are related to some continuing lack of clarity about whether WSG is the policy arm of SkillWorks or whether it is an independent entity that shares a set of principles with SkillWorks, but that may have a different set of tactics or strategies for achieving similar policy outcomes.

· While increasing employer engagement beyond the SkillWorks partnerships has been a strategy for a number of years, no progress has been made in this area.

Every year WSG sets out with the goal of increasing employer engagement as a high priority in its workplan.  And, yet, every year very little progress is made in this area.  As noted, while there was some momentum around the idea of Workforce Trade Fairs, the transition at the state has delayed any movement in this area.  Moreover, the inclusion of the Massachusetts Business Roundtable on the E-Team has deepened connections to the employer community.  However, little progress has been made in achieving the types of employer engagement hoped for by both WSG and SkillWorks.

Both SkillWorks and WSG need to develop a more refined employer engagement strategy tied to a specific set of outcomes.  Currently, it is unclear whether the focus is on gaining more employer support in terms of lobbying for WSG and SkillWorks priorities; increasing the interest of employers in sector partnership type activities; increasing the commitment of employers to career advancement for their lower-skilled employees; and/or increasing employer utilization of the state’s workforce development system.  Each of these outcomes may require a different set of strategies.   
· SkillWorks’ increasing focus on community colleges and postsecondary education is an important step forward in terms of system change.  Developing a more strategic approach to how to achieve the changes it would like to see is a critical next step.
The April 2009 System Change Retreat resulted in clear consensus that the highest priority system change-related issue would be addressing issues of the alignment of postsecondary institutions with workforce development and creating a more seamless system in the Commonwealth.  In addition, the partnerships identified barriers related to postsecondary education as one of the more critical challenges they faced.  The WSG also identified issues of access and success of adult learners in community colleges and other postsecondary institutions as a major issue.

At the same time that SkillWorks has raised the issue of the effectiveness of the state’s community colleges in terms of adult learners and career pathways for low-income, low-skilled individuals, many other stakeholders have been working on these issues.  For example, the hospital employers involved in the Allied Health Initiative meet regularly to share learning.  The most significant shared issue that they identified involved working with the community colleges operating in the region.  The big issue for the employers has been a lack of cohesion in curricula and requirements.  This led to the development of a set of meetings with leaders in the state’s education and higher education agencies.  At the state level, there have also been some internal meetings on this issue.  And, the Massachusetts Workforce Board Association sponsored a meeting between WIB directors and community college presidents to discuss some of these issues.

For the most part, the challenges related to community colleges have been well established and there is a great deal of consensus on the major issues that constrain the effectiveness of many of the state’s community colleges.  However, to date, the efforts to address these issues have been very fragmented and lack a set of very detailed strategies and tactics.   SkillWorks needs to more strategically address what role the funders, the partnerships, and WSG can play in efforts to ensure that low-skilled adults have improved access and success.
Recommendations
· Develop a more finalized and strategic system change agenda for SkillWorks with clarified roles and responsibilities.
As noted, there were two meetings with SkillWorks funders that focused on the system change agenda.  The first was the April retreat and the second was the July 2009 discussion on the theory of change with the evaluators.  While these two events did much to engage the funders in thinking about system change, there were some issues left unresolved.  

For example, the final report on the retreat set out some next steps and some system change priorities that have not been fully followed up on.  The July funders meeting to discuss the theory of change reached a number of other conclusions relevant to the system change approach.  For instance, the funders felt that the model should reflect the pivotal role of the funders collaborative itself.  As they saw it, the collaborative should be the hub between the partnerships and the WSG.  The role of the funders would be to understand the barriers faced by the partnerships, to identify the implications of these barriers, to synthesize the information and generate priorities for system change, and to communicate these priorities to the WSG.  The funders also felt that more work was needed to develop an approach to spreading best practices at the employer level to employers outside of the funded partnerships.   

Perhaps it is time that the funders review the two reports related to these events and reach some conclusions that could help to clarify the specific system change outcomes that they are seeking to achieve over the next four years.  
· Provide workforce partnerships with a better sense of the big picture.
A meeting with the workforce partnership directors revealed that there was not a shared understanding of all of the components of SkillWorks and the overall theory of change guiding the Initiative.  Moreover, many of the directors did not have a complete understanding of the workforce development system.  If the partnerships are going to be an important component of the SkillWorks system change approach, work needs to be undertaken to keep both the directors and the employer partners better involved in activities beyond their own partnerships.  
· Develop a three-year funding plan for WSG.
As noted, WSG spent a considerable amount of time during the end of Year 1 and the beginning of Year 2 developing its re-funding proposal.  It worked closely with both the evaluation team and SkillWorks staff to clarify the theory of change, the strategic approach to achieving its outcomes, and the allocation of resources amongst these strategies.  Perhaps in response, SkillWorks funders should consider a much more streamlined re-funding process over the next two years.  Basically, the quarterly reports should be providing the funders with information on WSG’s progress.  The evaluation will also look annually at success in achieving some of the outcomes based upon interviews with stakeholders both inside and outside of SkillWorks.  Given this level of accountability, a formal re-funding proposal may divert the time and energy of the E-Team and WSG staff needlessly.  The Public Policy Committee of the funders group may want to consider a strategy for re-funding that would reduce the amount of time spent on the process. 
· Develop a more cohesive approach to addressing the system change agenda related to postsecondary education.
As noted, all of the components of SkillWorks have reached the same conclusion:  to achieve their outcomes, stronger alignment is needed with community colleges and other postsecondary institutions.  This has become a priority of the partnerships themselves (who are planning a meeting with their community college partners in 2010), of the funders (who are engaged in a number of meetings involving issues related to community colleges in early 2010), and of WSG, which has independently set up meetings with some of the state’s workforce and educational leadership around postsecondary education issues.  Beyond SkillWorks, there are numerous stakeholders engaged in this issue both within Boston as well as at the state level.

SkillWorks needs to think both internally and externally about how it is approaching this issue.  Internally, SkillWorks needs to meet with WSG and the partnerships and develop a more strategic agenda about how SkillWorks will address the postsecondary education barriers that are limiting skill advancement amongst low-income, low-skilled individuals.  SkillWorks can convene all of these stakeholders and together develop a more strategic and tactical approach to change.  In doing so, SkillWorks needs to consider whether it is focusing on the Boston region and/or the Commonwealth.  

Externally, SkillWorks also needs to understand how what it is doing to address issues related to community colleges fits within the larger agenda and activities of The Boston Foundation, the Commonwealth, the city, and the other major initiatives occurring within individual colleges as well as across the system.   















� In 2010, SkillWorks received a grant from the NFWS to write up case studies about these two system changes so that the learning can be disseminated more broadly in the field.  This could ensure that the change at one employer and one community college could be the seeds for wider more systemic changes.
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