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NOTES
Workforce Wednesdays

Overcoming Barriers at Work and Beyond – Part I

Nov. 18, 2009

Note: see the Google web site and handouts for details about our speakers’ organizations
Speakers:

Mr. Eric Shuler, Senior Program Analyst, Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency CSOSA), Office of Legislative, Intergovernmental and Public Affairs.
Ms. Denise Reed, CSOSA Program Specialist, also attended

Ms. Terry Flood, Executive Director, Jubilee Jobs

Ms. Flood’s remarks
We are in our third recession since the inception of Julbilee Jobs (JJ).  We function like an employment agency.  Our two clients are employers, and applicants. The three key things one might ask are:

· Can people with prison records; history of addiction; poverty; homeless, etc. find productive work in the marketplace, and to that end, how must we help?

· If a person can earn only $8.25/hour, the minimum wage, but not necessarily a living wage, does it make sense to help them search for entry-level jobs, when they can locate other “opportunities” that earn more?
· Can employment help the impacted population transition from long-term familial poverty to an improved way of life?

The answer to each of these questions.  There are 60,000 

un-employed, or under-employed people in D.C., and the effects of the resulting poverty on their children is staggering. Aside from the impact to the individual, there is a dramatic impact on our society and the economy, when spending is not possible for this group.  If half of our 803 applicants worked full time and the other half worked part time at $7.00/hour, they’d earn $8,772,400, and would contribute back to the common good in taxes, FICA, and Medicare a total of $1,133,905!  There is no such thing as a “jobless” recovery – that is to say, no recovery can be real without the creation of jobs and the capacity to spend money earned, pay taxes, etc.  

Many of our applicant population have felony records, which create permanent stigmas for life. When we try to help them complete on-line applications, the “arrest and conviction” questions inevitably are there, and must be answered. 

In our program, we encourage and are most successful with those applicants who need, want, and are able to work, but often we encounter “self-selected” applicants who are trying to get jobs under pressure from parole officers or recovery program coordinators. Obviously, the motivation isn’t the same.
There are some core concepts in our process that indicate real engagement on the part of the applicant:

· The applicant must need an income, and not have another income source, such as a family member who pays his/her bills, or an illicit source of funds.
· The applicant must possess the capacity to see the long-term benefits and potential for progressive promotions when selecting initially crummy job (applicants must see this opportunity as “the step.”)
· We must be able to help the applicant get past a negative self-image from past failings, and see this journey as a positive starting point (we help them see their skills and talents, to help foster self-esteem and relate those skills to the job market and specific jobs).

· We do not make referrals, unless we are certain that the applicant is work-ready (in all aspects). 

At JJ, job placement is enormously time-consuming.  We may place 10 – 12 folks per month, and each applicant requires at least 40 hours of input and counseling from a JJ staff member.  This isn’t a job for a counselor for anyone who isn’t persistent and patient, but it “feeds the soul.” I sell my applicants (to prospective employers)--after selling them, too!
Years ago, one could walk in the door and get hired on the spot. This is not the case any more. The best options require our developing relationships first with potential employers, then making referrals. It may take 40 phone calls on average to learn of a single vacancy. We’ve taken our applicants to job fairs.  We have established “life lines” with potential employers who now call us when they have openings. Two things make or break the job search:

· Who you know; and

· Securing a face-to-face interview for the applicant with the supervisor or person who has the authority to make the job offer.
There must be chemistry between the selecting official and the applicant.  We do a lot of telephone networking. Two components to success include:

· Accountability, and

· Retention

We look for a 3 – 4 year retention rate, for the applicants who are placed in jobs. We remain connected to their employers. The applicants ideally should have mentors, especially the ex-offenders.  Their success hinges on this.

Mr. Shuler’s remarks
I share Terry’s passion and focus for successful placement outcomes, despite all odds.

My organization’s chief goal is to re-acclimate returning DC offenders from the penal system. There are about 2100 – 2500 who are returning yearly.  Ex-offenders are “at the back of the employment line.” My program facilitates supervision of these DC residents. 

The program focus includes:
· Skills development and enhancement

· Fostering relationships with prospective employers, for future placement

· Networking on behalf of these hard-to-serve populations

· Understanding and try to help them overcome the ex-offender stigma, and
· Helping them move forward by focusing on the future, rather than the past.

We have a vocational unit that triages needs (voc rehab and employment; education). Some are work-ready; some need literacy to get certifications. We assess their needs through counseling.  We try to establish a network.  Our centers are dispersed throughout 

D. C. 
Our statistics are as follows:
· 187 of our folks have AA degrees 
· 423 have B. A. degrees 
· 2,000 have GED’s, and 
· 4200 have High School Diplomas.

· The majority of our population have less than HS diplomas, and are lagging in the work force.  
They need mentorships and internships.  It is hard to get them to volunteer for work; they are often given prescriptive plans (from Parole Officers, etc.) and just don’t care to do this.  We need viable options for them, so that they can beome contributing members of society.  We are desperate to partner with other groups and obtain “best practices.”
We have quarterly community resource days, where some of our networking takes place. 

Ms. Reed adds that there these networking events are teleconferenced from various facilities, making the information about employment accessible to a wider audience. 

Mr. Schuler
About 90 days prior to release, we begin the orientation aspect of our program. Job fairs have not worked well for us; we prefer a more focused approach. We’ve begun to learn who the potential employers of ex-offenders are; we have plugged into the hospitality industry reps; we are working with the AFL-CIO and have sent out “clients” to paid training, which is almost like their holding jobs, so it’s good experience.  We have a reservoir of talent available; we just have to get the word out to the right employer.
A discussion ensued about the perks for companies that hire ex-offenders.  

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​______________________________________________________________________
Participant questions, responses, and comments
· While 50% of returning ex-offenders have no GEDs, there may no longer be programs in the penal system to acquire GEDs. We must foster interest.  It depends entirely on whether or not a particular facility encourages this.  It should be a condition of release! We try to steer them toward developing their skills (plumbing; carpentry; etc.). We encourage “life long learning.”  We have GED labs.  

· Terry adds that JJ helps tease out transferable skills, like a sense of organization; attention to detail, etc., by helping the clients re-think the tasks they perform at home or elsewhere and relate this to job applications.

· A resume must be “creative” to help an ex-offender obtain an interview. 
· When an applicant who is an ex-offender has to explain his jail time to a prospective supervisor, he should focus on how he is moving forward; improvements in his life; how he’s responsible for children or family: recent achievements; etc.,  and things he has done to “better” himself, rather than concentrating the discussion on the offense or incarceration.  
· But the employer must have a good relationship with the job placement center to even trust that making this initial appointment is a good idea. 

· Training capacity in DC has improved substantially. The Department of Labor (DOL) has an informative website. The Department of Employment Services (District government) was mentioned as another resource.

· Food service employers seldom do background checks.

· Nursing homes are good options.

· Grocery stores like Giant and Safeway hire ex-offenders.

· The federal bonding program reduces risks for their employers.

· The DOL maintains lists of ways employers can get tax breaks (work incentives tax breaks, etc.)

· We need to create industries like call centers, which could be staffed with our clients.

· It would be nice if the upcoming Obama Job Summit would raise issues and identify options for the chronically un- or under-employed, and blue-collar population, not just those who were recently laid off and who are high earners and are in the white collar occupations. 

· CSOSA has a vocational program.

· ACT.com (American College Testing) is a tremendous tool and helps these applicants identify potential vocations.  Unfortunately, this program isn’t in use in the prisons.

This recorder would like to summarize the workshop notes with a statement from Terry’s handout:

“…There is no way to adequately calculate the hope and dignity generated in a person who goes to work in productive employment.”

Recorder: susanfishbein@starpower.net

