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Good afternoon. My name is Marina Streznewski. I am testifying today in my capacity as coordinator of the DC Jobs Council regarding the implementation of an independent community college in the District of Columbia. I want to thank Chairman Gray and the members of the Council of the District of Columbia for convening a public roundtable on this important issue.
As you may recall, the DC Jobs Council, a project of Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW), is a coalition of job training providers, advocates, employers, labor representatives, research institutes, social service agencies and funders who advocate for a District workforce system that prepares all DC residents to successfully participate in the city and regional labor market. The DC Jobs Council accomplishes this goal through a multi-faceted strategy of research, advocacy, public education and coalition building.

The members of the DC Jobs Council believe that a community college has been a critical missing piece in the city’s workforce development infrastructure. We are pleased that, after so many years, there is once again a community college in the District. And we are delighted that Dr. Jonathan Guevarra, an educator with a broad and deep background in a variety of higher education institutions, has been chosen to lead the Community College of the District of Columbia. We know that community colleges in other jurisdictions play a vital role in preparing workers for good jobs – jobs that will exist into the future, and that will provide steps on a ladder to a solid career that pays family-sustaining wages. We are excited that the Community College can play such a role in our city.
We are concerned, however, that we as a city understand the limitations of a community college in addressing the gap between employer requirements and the skills and backgrounds of some of our most vulnerable neighbors. A community college is a critical step in a continuum of services that must offer options for adults at every level of preparedness. Just as there are individuals who, while not prepared to jump right into the curriculum at a four-year institution, may thrive at a community college, so too are there individuals who are not prepared for the community college, but would thrive – at least initially -- at a program offered by a community-based organization.
DC Jobs Council members are, for the most part, community-based organizations offering job training, workforce readiness training, and adult literacy to our neighbors who need these services. While we believe that DCJC members are the most qualified to provide the majority of these services to the clients they serve, we hope that cooperative arrangements with the Community College of the District of Columbia can provide bridges for clients to the next steps in their educational or job training trajectories.
Of course, community-based organizations cannot provide services for free, any more than a community college can. Therefore, we would caution against diverting funding that assists those individuals facing the greatest barriers. The District of Columbia and its under- and unemployed citizens need both kinds of resources.

Many DCJC members assist clients who face multiple barriers simultaneously. I will share one example. A DCJC member spoke just the other day about a young man she met only a few days after his release following five years in prison. He had no high school diploma or GED. While he had kicked drugs while in prison, he still relied on Narcotics Anonymous for support. Sending that young man to the community college immediately would have set him up to fail. I think we would all agree that such a decision would have wasted time and money – and further eroded the young man’s already shaky sense of self-esteem.
A better approach – and the approach the DCJC member CBO took – was to help the young man find subsistence employment, at the same time he began working toward his GED. Now that young man is talking about college. Because he received the correct interventions for his circumstances, he is prepared to be successful as a community college student.

Key to this young man’s success in moving forward with his life was one-on-one attention from a case manager or similar staff member – someone who can serve as teacher, parent, mentor and cheerleader at the same time. A community college is not structured to provide this kind of intensive assistance. But many CBOs are.
Ultimately, our goal should be a strong community college working in partnership with strong, community-based CBOs to provide the best workforce development and job training services possible. Sufficient resources at all stages of the workforce development continuum – including PreK-12 education, workforce readiness, job training, adult education, and postsecondary education – will be essential to the outcomes we all seek. 
We live in challenging times, to be sure. And District residents who need adult education and job training to overcome barriers and move themselves out of poverty face some of the most daunting challenges. But an integrated workforce development system – one where all of the components work together and complement one another -- will benefit these residents. Employers will benefit as from the efforts of new, well-prepared workers. Previously unemployed people will need fewer and fewer city services as they move toward self-sufficiency. Children will see the adults they know succeeding in good jobs, and serving as role models and sources of inspiration. And in surprisingly short order, we will have developed a whole cadre of new taxpayers.

The community-based organizations who are the majority of members of the DC Jobs Council are prepared to share their expertise in job training, workforce readiness, and adult literacy programming with community college leaders and staff as the city takes these giant steps on the road to a highly developed workforce. We look forward to further discussions on this issue. Thank you for the opportunity to testify.
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