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COLORADO WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL RECOGNIZES EXCELLENCE IN PROVIDING EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING SERVICES TO COLORADO

Nine Workforce Regions Receive Awards for Implementing Continuous Improvement At State and County Run Workforce Centers

“There is no use trying,” said Alice, “one can’t believe impossible things.”

“I dare say you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When I was your age, I always did it for a half hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”

Lewis Carroll may have been the first author to write about “out of the box” thinking when he wrote that passage from “Alice’s Adventures In Wonderland,” published in 1865.

Believing impossible things—like taking giant leaps forward in customer service, forging partnerships, encouraging team building and innovation—isn’t nearly as simple as the Queen had insisted, however. Generations of reformers have broken their picks trying to improve systems that are large and inflexible.  Past failures tell us that it takes more than a belief in “impossible things” to make inroads and affect real change. It takes perseverance, pragmatism and unity of purpose.

For the last several years, Colorado’s Workforce Centers have been achieving new levels of service delivery by taking a “whatever-it-takes” approach to overcoming traditional bureaucratic obstacles.  The Workforce Investment Act, enacted by Congress in 1998, established a completely different model for the delivery of job placement and training services nationwide.  States were given until July 1, 2000 to implement the legislation, a considerable amount of lead time but most states needed every day, given the extensive planning and coalition building that was required to build the new system.

Even before 2000, Colorado Workforce Centers were trading insights on many of the new mandates to service delivery -- those “impossible things” -- and how to make them real. They were united in their desire to reshape the face of employment and training programs in Colorado and in their weariness with the entrenched approach to problem solving.  If ever there were a group ready to believe impossible things, this was it.

But creating a high-performance delivery system is a little like parallel parking a battleship.  The Workforce Development Council got involved early on, assisting Workforce Centers by introducing a plan for continuous improvement and performance excellence.  “The goal,” explains Executive Director Booker Graves, “is to build a skilled, internationally competitive workforce for the twenty-first century. To get there, we adopted a Continuous Improvement Management System – or ‘CIMS’ -- as a way to promote performance excellence.  The system provides Workforce Center directors with the tools they need to promote their workforce development activities around the state and share best practices.”

At the heart of the continuous improvement process is a simple question, “What can be done better for workforce development?”  Answering that question led Workforce Investment Boards through a process of reinvention that made each Workforce Center feel much like a start-up.  The Continuous Improvement Management System isn’t simply fixing the bugs and patching the potholes but, rather, is an examination of every aspect of workforce development across Colorado, an ongoing task of redefining how each Workforce Center works and interacts with its customers.  As in any change effort, the real work comes in closing the gap between where you are and where you want to be.  CIMS is playing a critical role in doing that.

At the first annual Performance Awards dinner, held on October 24 at the Denver Tech Center Marriott, Colorado’s Workforce Development Regions were honored for much of that work.  “Incentive funds under CIMS were awarded to federally recognized Workforce Investment Boards in recognition of their having met their negotiated performance levels under the Workforce Investment Act,” Graves says. 

The federally recognized Workforce Regions that were honored included Adams County, Arapahoe/Douglas, Boulder, Denver, El Paso/Teller, Larimer, Tri-County, Weld and the Rural Consortium, a network of Workforce Centers not a part of the Denver Metro and front range regions.  Even with the geographic diversity of these regions, common purposes emerged for their awards: a desire to provide the same level of first-class service across the board, a positive attitude of staff that created a similar attitude in customers. Each received money for their part in helping the state meet its performance measures under the Workforce Investment Act.

A total of $380,000 was given out to the federally recognized workforce regions at the awards dinner.  Over one million dollars will be awarded to workforce regions utilizing CIMS principles over the next three years.

Creating a vision for the future and a game plan to get there isn’t an easy process, in fact it’s a struggle. “But it has to be that way,” Graves says. “If it’s not a struggle you’re not getting to the heart of the matter. It’s irrelevant how long you’ve been doing this work, the question is, where do you want to take it from here?”

It’s equally difficult to anchor that change in the culture. How do you make it real in the day to day life of the Workforce Center?  Leading change has been tough work. At a time when the rules are changing and the pace is accelerating, setting priorities, allocating resources and getting things done becomes increasingly difficult—maybe even impossible?

Maybe. But when it comes to building something entirely new, sometimes you have to insist on the impossible.

Promising Practices

The Colorado Office of Workforce Development identified progressive and promising Workforce Center practices during WIA’s first year implementation effort. 

Pike’s Peak Workforce Region

Business and Industry

The McFamily Benefits Program gives employees an opportunity to gain access to health care, childcare, education, housing, and transportation in exchange for excellent work performance over a two year period.  The McFamily Benefits program employs performance incentives to build trust and stability in the workforce. The founding premise is to start small and build upon initial successes through the development of soft-skills curriculums, building incentive raises into successful completion of integral program stages, integrating WIA performance standards up-front, and integrating McDonald’s Personal Action Plans with the PPWFC Individualized Service Strategies (ISS) for employee development.  

In a newly-formed partnership with a local businessman and McDonald’s franchise owner, the Pikes Peak Community College (PPCC), the Pikes Peak Workforce Center (PPWFC), and Adult and Family Education of Colorado Springs, School District 11 are preparing to deliver an innovative “pilot education program.”  This program will deliver Life and Work Skills classes, High School Equivalency Training (GED), computer training, and English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction to McDonald’s employees.  The program is a small part of a much larger vision designed to help stabilize a critical, but highly mobile segment of the local workforce in the Colorado Springs area.  Many aspects of the program could be replicated in other regions and industries throughout the State of Colorado with the coordinated involvement of workforce centers, community colleges, and partnering school districts.  In coordinating this educational program, the PPWFC recognized the valuable contributions of literate, educated and well-trained workers in the workplace.  

The McFamily Benefits Program demonstrates the type of business and Workforce Center partnership that produces outcomes for customers and exemplifies the vision of the Workforce Investment Act. 

Arapahoe/Douglas Workforce Region 

Non-traditional Locations
When American Furniture Warehouse opened (February 2001) the doors of its new retail and distribution center (the largest furniture showroom in America- 685,000 square foot) in Douglas County, Arapahoe/Douglas Works!, in partnership with the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment provided two Labor Exchange Specialists. These staff provided employment services to job seekers and employers, in exchange for free office space and furniture. Though the One Stop office closed June 2001, due to insufficient traffic, the project paved the way for public/private partnership ventures.

Arapahoe/Douglas Works! Explored another non-traditional work site. The One Stop Center (OSC) moved its full service operation to a shopping mall to be more accessible to the job seeking community. Within three months Arapahoe/Douglas Works! converted a vacant woman’s clothing store to a One-Stop Career Center and immediately experienced a 64% increase in customer service levels. This is certainly “going where the people are” to create true community accessibility.

 Older Worker Career Job Fair 

Having competed for and received an WIA Older Worker Discretionary grant, in the spring of 2001. Arapahoe/Douglas Works!, in collaboration with the Southeast Business Partnership, offered a “50 and Better Job Fair” designed by local employers to mitigate the labor shortages experienced by employers throughout Arapahoe and Douglas counties.  The event drew over 500 mature job seekers and offered access to 23 employers. The job fair identified an alternative labor supply of older workers while streamlining access to employers, offering jobs with competitive hourly compensation, plus other benefits responsive to the needs and interests of the senior population.
Denver Workforce Region 

Essential Skills Program                   

The program sponsored by the Community College of Denver and the Mayor's Office of Workforce Development (MOWD) earned national recognition by winning a National Workforce Development Award for its innovative partnership to assist low-income workers to move into high-demand career paths.  This program highlights innovative and effective partnerships between community colleges and their local Workforce Investment Boards.  

The Essential Skills Program, focuses on training low-income residents for career paths in high-demand occupations, and was highlighted as an exemplary program for the last two years by AACC/DOL. Since the fall of 1998, over 250 Essential Skills participants have been placed in jobs, with 75% still employed at the one-year mark. The program works because MOWD is able to bring employers to the table and negotiate internships for students, giving them the support they need to begin a new career.
Boulder County Workforce Region

Leanin’ Tree Project

The Leanin’ Tree Project is a partnership between Workforce Boulder County and Front Range Community College to assist a private employer (Leanin’ Tree) with job specific and basic language skills for front line and supervisory staff.

Leanin’ Tree has been making greeting cards in Boulder, Colorado since 1949. The project provides customized training classes for front line staff, tailored to their specific job functions.  The focus is on teaching English vocabulary and visual recognition cues to enable staff to perform their jobs more efficiently and to address safety concerns.  The project also provides customized Spanish classes for supervisors with the focus on building basic conversational skills around key needs identified in the interview process, including cultural concerns, vocational vocabulary, and other issues.

Solaris Training Lab

In a unique pairing of local government and business, Workforce Boulder County teamed up with Sun Microsystems to offer training in Solaris, a UNIX operating system.  The first class began with 14 students from the Boulder County area.  Classes are held at the Longmont facility, and the duration of the training runs approximately seven weeks.

The classes, faculty training and computer hardware are provided through a grant from the Sun Foundation.  The grant is intended to help the community at large, with the overall goal of providing enhanced employment opportunities for those who take part in the training.  The grant was developed through a working partnership between employees at Sun Microsystems and Workforce Boulder County.

Another integral part of the Solaris training program are workshops covering such topics as customer service skills, team building and problem solving.  There will also be a workshop on how to conduct a successful job search, which complements the overall goal of the training to help people find work.  All participants who successfully complete the Solaris training will be given placement assistance through Workforce Boulder County.  

Rural Consortium Region

Professional Services Division

The Professional Services Division (PSD) located at the Mesa County Workforce Center is a joint venture between two of the partner agencies at the Center: the Mesa County Department of Human Services and Hilltop Community Resources, Inc., a Grand Junction community-based non-profit organization.  PSD provides assessment and training services on a fee-for-service basis.  The Division opened for business in May of 2000 and has served over 1,426 customers in the first year.

Following the customer-focused system envisioned by the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), PSD has designed its delivery system to meet the workplace training needs of local businesses and of job seekers and those who want to further develop their workplace skills.  Training is flexible.  Several customized classes have been held on location for employers; the workplace-specific conversational Spanish classes have been very successful. The emphasis on meeting the training needs of local employers is new and exciting.  

Businesses regularly send employees to one-day classes in the Computer Lab to learn or enhance their computer skills.  Classes are offered in widely used software such as Excel, Word, Access, PowerPoint, Web Design, QuickBooks, Windows 98, Publisher 2000, and Medical Manager.  Other “soft skills” courses are delivered in a classroom setting.  These include Supervisory Skills, Workplace Communication, Time Management, Thinking Creatively, Problem Solving, Team Building, and Workplace Spanish.

The Professional Services Division has been instrumental in increasing employer awareness of the Mesa County Workforce Center and the services available to employers.  By providing a full complement of workplace training and assessment services, the Workforce Center can effectively serve both employers and job seekers – improving the quality of the workforce and offering opportunities for career development.

Larimer County Workforce Region

Employer Symposiums

Each year, since 1982, the Larimer County Workforce Center presents monthly (October-May) informational seminars (one and a half-hours in length) designed for small businesses, called Employers’ Roundtables.  The organization also presents an annual September Symposium, a half-day series of workshops that includes a keynote speaker.  The Workforce Center has been presenting September Symposia since 1983.  Thanks to sponsorships from the public and private sectors, Employers’ Roundtables and September Symposia are presented free of charge. 

Attendance at the monthly Employers’ Roundtables averages between 50 and 175 people.  In addition to small business, Roundtable attendees represent large business, private non-profit, and government agencies.  Seminars for the 1999-2000 Employers’ Roundtables series included such topics as: The Bottom Line Benefits of a Drug-Free Workplace; Practical Tips for Preventing a Claim of Sexual Harassment; Trading Roots for Wings (New Strategies for Responding to Change); Understanding and Managing Your Finances; Put Me in Coach, I’m ready to Play (Coaching for Peak Performance); Six Hats of Edward deBono (Creative Thinking in the Workplace); Measuring Your “EI” (The Connection Between Emotional Intelligence and Your Bottom Line); and 360 Degree Feedback (A Tool for Successful Work Teams).

Adams County Workforce Region

Youth Job /Resources Fair 

A model youth job and resources fair was held in May of 2001. The event was well attended exceeding all expectations with thirty-one employers and twenty-three partner agencies participating. The fair offered not only information and guidance, but employment opportunities to 1094 registered youth. The event was such a success that demand has already assured that it will be repeated next summer.

Tri-County Workforce Region

Public Information Team

The Tri-County Workforce Center’s Public Information Team focused on three areas of the identified twelve priorities developed through their internal planning activities. The team targeted areas of customer service, image and awareness, and employer services. As an example of these efforts the Tri-County Workforce Center has a new look. As customers enter the foyer of the center, they are greeted with a large wall mural displaying the new slogan “Reach for Hire Results” along with a montage of photographs of people served at the center. The same look is found in directional signs inside and outside the center as well as on all publications. The account managers are able to give current and prospective businesses a professional looking folder containing valuable information that is perceives as valuable and creates the right image for the center and it’s work.

Lookout Mountain Youth Services 

Tri-County Workforce Center, Adams County One Stop Center, Arapahoe/Douglas Works! and Pikes Peak Workforce Center in conjunction with the Colorado Department of Youth Corrections received a two million dollar grant from the Federal Department of Labor to fund a program providing youth services. This project will work to provide workforce services and build capacities within the regions. The projects will result in enhanced services to juvenile offenders and other youth and an increased number of appropriate referrals and registrations in the WIA program.

Weld County Workforce Region

Triage Targeted Populations Program

The purpose of the Triage Targeted Populations Program is to provide enhanced and focused employment services to individuals with disabilities, offenders and non-English speaking customers who are seeking assistance through the Weld County Workforce Center. This program enables staff to work directly with these special populations through a triage approach, giving customers assistance beyond the ususal “universal access” type of services.

Statewide Collaboration 

The WIA implementation year has no better partner or supporter than the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment under the leadership of Director Vickie Armstrong. She has been a valuable partner on the Workforce Investment Council, bringing her personal expertise and her staff’s to bear on the multitude of issues brought before the Council.

The relationship between the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment and the Colorado
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