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Well, I think since WIOA, we've had the opportunity to really expand our partnerships with the partner agencies in WIOA, particularly with employment and training, which we had a good partnership prior to WIOA, but I think this really gave us an opportunity to enhance those partnerships through coordinating more of our programs, sometimes using braided funding and really being able to communicate on a different level. One of the opportunities that has come about in the past five years is through our workforce board. They created what is called a WIOA leadership team. 

And this group really brings together several of the managers from all of the partners and we meet on a monthly basis and we've come up with a couple of focus areas that we've implemented work groups around and some of those areas are around case management, business engagement, career pathways, and also looking at process redesign. So it's really been a good opportunity to have working relationships. And I think what's good is we've gotten to the implementation part. 

Initially we did spend a lot of time just really getting to know each other because we found that, that was an important thing to do even though many of us have worked together for a long time. This enhanced leadership team really presented opportunities where we could dig a little deeper and people really got to know which -- what each of us does in our respective businesses. 

And I think that's really important because it's hard to know what you can do together moving forward if you don't know what people do. So once we had completed that phase of just really getting to know one another, we've -- and I would say in the third year and moving forward have been able to develop some work groups and really put some good practices and new opportunities in place.

One opportunity around career pathways. Most of the partners were doing something in the career pathway world, but now we have a joint conference that brings everyone together so that we -- from our perspective too, with working with people with disabilities, we always want to make sure that they're included in a lot of these opportunities. 

And that's what our partners have been able to do. They've been able to expand what they're doing and always make sure that people with disabilities are included and that we can bring our resources to the table, which not only benefits just the people that we serve, but we also know there are a lot of people with disabilities that just come through the doors of the OneStop or in education or in other services that may not need our intensive services. But this way we can serve as consultants and make sure that all people with disabilities are served throughout all of the programs.

So we've been able to really share a lot of information. And a lot of it is making sure people know what's available. We find with customers in all of our programs that they don't necessarily know all of the resources that are available to them. They might know the one where they walked through that initial door. 

So when we talk about aligning front end services, what we're working on is a common referral system, knowing that we all have our individual case management systems that sometimes can't talk to each other, but that there are elements that are common to all of our referral systems that we're bringing together so that those individuals not only don't have to repeat that information over and over, but we can train the people who are in the front end services so that they may be aware of a service that the person doesn't know that they're even eligible for. And that we can maximize all of those opportunities.

We do find challenges at times, but we also are of the mindset that we're always -- we look for solutions for our challenges. The one that probably comes up a lot, that is the biggest hurdle is everyone having different case management systems that don't necessarily talk to each other. And we all have different federal requirements or state requirements that make it difficult for those systems to fully engage with each other. So technology is always a challenge, but we also think that there are some work arounds and that we can come up with moving forward. 

And sometimes we've been able to overcome just even the challenges of data collection and being able to, now, what we'd like to be able to do is when we get information from data or reporting, get it from everybody at the same time and know who we're looking at, not just -- right now data's very siloed and we know that a lot of our customers do overlap. So we'd like to be able to look at data on an individual and know about all of the services that they've received and how that has impacted them. I think because we're working as a team overall and we're not as siloed as we used to be, I could say, we're able to find solutions to a lot of the challenges. 

I think one of the lessons is, is everything has to be put into policy and procedures that go beyond the individuals. We talked a lot about initially educating each other about what we do and establishing relationships to work together. But as we know in the world of work, those individuals change over the course of time. So you really have to always be training and updating and making sure that all of the players are on board and are educated about what we do.

And I think that's been -- one of the big things is you do have a lot of change in staff, so the leadership team that you developed three years ago doesn't look like the same one today. And it's always important to make sure that everybody is at the same knowledge base. So constant training is really important. And I think what has been beneficial with our leadership team is having those established monthly meetings. So they didn't just go away; they're ongoing, and just really understanding -- not assuming what resources people can bring to the table. 

I think a lot of times people made assumptions about, well, this organization can fund that, or they're able to do this, when in reality you don't may look like they have the resources to do something, but their federal guidelines or some other policy doesn't allow them to do something a certain way. And when we have to get creative and try to figure out how we can blend and braid things more effectively.

The monthly meetings are used to also educate each other as well as develop some new strategies and programs. But we also have established a yearly kind of big -- mega training program where -- so we gather in at one place and at that time, all of the partners as well as some of the provider agencies -- we all come together and we have sessions, but people are also there to present their agencies and to educate each other. So we do have a yearly time where we do come together with a lot more staff than are just involved in the monthly leadership meetings. There are many, many available jobs out there. 

The issue is -- as unemployment goes down, the populations that we're all working with have many more significant barriers than when you have high unemployment rates and you get people who need assistance and maybe have a higher skillset. But with low on employment, the customers have a lot more challenges and barriers. And what we find is they don't always match with the available jobs. 

So it's really incumbent upon us and what we're doing is looking at what are the jobs out there and how can we get people trained and skilled up in order to be able to work in those particular industries. One of the partnerships that we just started working on is really enhancing our relationship with the apprenticeship program. Apprenticeship has changed over the years and most people aren't even aware of how it's changed, and I mean the customers as well as people who work in the various agencies. 

So we're going to be working to recruit more businesses to participate in the apprenticeship program, which is something that years ago we never had available to us. And then we're also looking at not thinking that everyone who participates in the apprenticeship program is going to become a full apprentice in that particular industry.

But knowing that some of the folks, particularly that we work with, have some learning barriers that may get them to step two or step three in our particular industry. But that's okay because we can put them on the pathway of the industries that are hiring as opposed to just looking at very entry level positions in categories of jobs that may not be hiring anymore. 

But I think that the crux of it is really identifying what jobs are available and then creating some new ways of training people and opportunities for them to get the skills to access those positions. Part of that also for us is providing more accommodations. We have some folks who may be able to do certain jobs, but they need accommodations in order to be successful. 

So we're going to spend more time in working with businesses and how to accommodate folks because businesses are also very interested in what we're doing because they need the employees. So maybe they're willing sometimes to do some things that they may not have thought about in the past. We're working a lot in our area with individuals with autism on the spectrum. So we work with a couple of businesses who specialize in working with those individuals and then we can match them with employers. 

I think one of the areas that is exciting for us now is we're putting a lot of focus on our youth programs, which really came about with the implementation of WIOA. We were given a couple of mandates in our portion of WIOA to better serve young people through a lot of work-based learning opportunities. And we're really starting to expand that with our partners in education as well as employment and training. 

And I think having this youth focus now that we're coming together to work on hopefully is going to address some of the issues of not having enough people who have certain skill sets in a particular areas that we can better train young people so that when they leave school, they will be able to fulfill the job opportunities that are always going to be out there.
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