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Marla Rye:  Instead of workforce innovation, maybe we should've call it workforce integration, because the alignment of partners under the Workforce Investment Act has been taken to a whole new level under WIOA. In Tennessee, we've not only aligned the Title I programs, adult education, Wagner-Peyser, vocational rehabilitation, but we've added TANF, we've added SNAP, we've added job corps, we've added a lot of other partners and brought them to the table, too. 

But most importantly I feel like I think we have brought economic development to the table. So that brings a whole new dynamic to workforce development. When you've got job creation in your American Jobs Center and you're addressing the needs of new employers as well as existing businesses, I think it's just a win win under the Workforce Innovations Act. 

In Tennessee, I am blessed to be located near Nashville in the Kentucky, Tennessee border. We have unprecedented job growth, however, we do have low unemployment, so that as an American Job Center creates challengings for us. So one of the things that we have done is we've realized that Fort Campbell army base is right in our back door. So we have developed and specialized American Job Center at outside the gates of Fort Campbell. 

And over the last 12 months we have worked with our jobs for veterans state grants, our DebOps, our leavers, and we have built a comprehensive program and we've assisted over a thousand transitioning soldiers and spouses that are leaving Fort Campbell in the last 12 months. We've been able to utilize training programs to help them feel local jobs here in the middle Tennessee and Southern Kentucky region with our counterparts across the state line in Kentucky. 

So one of the things that we have been able to do with the Campbell Strong workforce partnership is we've been able to bring multiple resources to the table and be innovative in the approaches that we are utilizing to serve transitioning soldiers. We are working with the soldier for life program on base at Fort Campbell and their career skills programs. So we are actually partnering with Microsoft and with Operation Next, the LIFT program, to utilize their funding mechanisms and train soldiers six months prior to discharge. 

So, in other words, while the soldier is still being tied by the federal government, we are starting their training process so that we can have a seamless transition for them when they leave the gates of Fort Campbell, they're going right into a job. And this partnership with our jobs for veterans state grant has really been instrumental because not only are we placing individuals just in middle Tennessee and Southern Kentucky, but we're placing them all across the state and really all across the nation. 

I would like to add -- another thing that's worked extremely well under WIOA is the flexibility that is given to the local area and local workforce forwards. The ability to transfer funding between dislocated workers and adults gives us the opportunity at the local level to spend money where it's needed. So I like the flexibility that's been presented with the transition of funds. 

One of the things that we have down, because again, we in middle Tennessee, we've got low unemployment rights. We have not had the number of plant closings and layoffs. So we recently shifted over $2 million from dislocated worker funding to adults to allow us to serve more of the unemployed and underemployed individuals. While accountability and performance are wildly important to the success of WIOA, I think that we've taken our eyes off of the customer service aspect and become more focused on compliance. 

When you have a 235-page core monitoring guide, the frontline worker is consumed with compliance issues and is not able to really provide quality customer service. So while I know that we need to find a balance that still holds the system accountable, we also need to be able to equip that frontline worker with the tools that they need to really be able to provide quality workforce services. 

One of the things that we are doing is looking at adding more staff to our front line so that individuals can become specialized in some of their duties and responsibilities and then adding quality monitors so that we are, are meeting the compliance standpoint. But one of the biggest challenges that we have with the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act is balancing all of the required paperwork with providing great quality services. 

One of the things that we're doing is by providing more staff -- that takes resources away from direct participant expenditures. However, in Tennessee, we are blessed to leverage funding sources such as Tennessee reconnect and Tennessee promise where our state has set aside funding for individuals to go back to school and provide skill upgrade training to them free of charge at community colleges and vocational schools.

So by doing that we can leverage funding and then transfer or utilize funding for staff and help with the compliance side if the state is providing -- since the state is providing those training services. In addition, one of the things that we're doing to help frontline workers is providing certified workforce development professional training for individuals so that they understand the dynamics associated with workforce development and what's required of them as a couple case manager. 

What we're saying is still a lack of uniformity between titles within WIOA as far as definitions, an example of that is between Title I and adult education, there's a difference in administration and the funding mechanism required in the infrastructure funding agreement, which creates difficulties and with partnerships and negotiating the infrastructure funding agreement to operate the American Jobs Center. One of the things that we have done though is look for ways that AE can provide value added in kind services in order for them to pay their fair share, since their definition of administration is limited and only five percent compared to Title I, which has a 10 percent administration line.

One of the lessons learned under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act is to be an effective workforce development professional. You have to be creative and you've got to think outside the box to solve issues. You know, it's very easy to give up when you hear the word no. But I think to succeed -- to -- I think to achieve success, you've got to be willing to be persistent, to show that you are -- believe in what you do and the work that you provide and not take no for an answer.

An example of this is a lot of times you go to employers and they are not willing to maybe listen to what you had to say and understand that investing in their workforce is a way to improve employee retention and increase their productivity. So we have been taking the next step and meeting with employers and selling them on the benefits of hiring an offender or the benefits of an establishing an apprenticeship program for them to utilize to increase their workforce.

So what you've got to do is show employers how you can bring resources to the table to help them. And I think I've learned that more as we have been through WIOA and as the economy has changed, we've got to be more aggressive as workforce development professionals and selling our services. Looking back upon implementation, change is never easy. However, I'm an advocate for more local input in the design process.

In the workforce system, we seem to build everything from the top down. I'm a believer in bottom-up alignment to meet local needs. In Tennessee, the state has been more willing to listen to the local areas and provide input on policies and procedures, which has really helped improve communication and the design process and implementation of different programs and services throughout the timeframe of WIOA implementation. 

With historically low unemployment rights in the state of Tennessee, what we're seeing is the individuals that come into the American Jobs Center have more barriers than ever before. And oftentimes they're tougher barriers. So they have developed partnerships with drug courts. We develop partnerships with mental health professionals so that we can provide additional resources to individuals that now are wanting to reenter the workforce, but don't have the qualifications and the skills that they need because of these barriers. An example of one of the things that we have done is we have really focused on reentry and the offender population. 

In one of our counties, we have been working with the local jail and jail administrator to develop an employment program. We've got a couple of employers that are willing to work with individuals because they are needing employees. So in the morning, we go to the local jail and we pick up the inmates. We transport them to the employer partners, they work all day, in the afternoon when we pick them up, we take them back to jail. 

This is an excellent partnership with the local community, the employers, the jail. We're providing the inmates with work experience and the connection to the workforce that they need. In a lot of instances, we're in the jails teaching adult education, again, so that they can have that basic level of job skills to go to work. In our jail offender programs, we provide necessary tools and equipment that they might need. 

Now, not oftentimes can they take that back to the jail. So we store that for them. We give that to them in the mornings. They take it to the job site and they come back. So again, just a way to leverage partnerships and provide an experience -- a work experience for the individual while they're making the most of a bad situation while they're incarcerated.

The partnership with economic development -- by having economic development within the local career center, we have a pulse for what's going on in our communities. Just yesterday, we had a employer prospect that was looking at locating in the middle Tennessee region. They actually came to the American Jobs Center to look at the resources and the workforce tools that we have available to them. 

So we're at the table from day one, from prospect, to implementation, to boots on the ground when the employer starts. So I think you can never underestimate the power and the partnership between workforce and economic development.
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