
New program aims to bridge jobs skills gap
By Eloise Anderson 

Tuesday, April 2, 2013

A small group of nonprofits in Rock County is about to implement a radical and innovative program 
to recruit and train chronically unemployed people who have often been ignored or written off as 
hopeless cases.

For too long, well-meaning government programs originally designed as safety nets have actually 
become cages, trapping people in a never-ending cycle of dependency and hopelessness.

There are many good reasons why some people remain unemployable. Often a lack of what are called 
“soft skills” can be to blame. These might include poor financial knowledge, problems balancing 
family and job responsibilities, poor dispute resolution skills, misunderstanding the employment 
system and even a lack of English language proficiency or literacy. They could include single-parent 
status, unavailability of reliable transportation, an absence of extended family support or growing up 
in a family and/or peer group unfamiliar with or even hostile to a working lifestyle.

More difficult cases might include unresolved alcohol or drug problems or criminal backgrounds.

Until these individuals learn that they are not victims as they have been led to believe, but can find 
jobs, be able to support their families, and take back their pride, the problems will continue to exist.

Rock County has had more than its share of employment problems during the past few years. While 
things are slowly improving, the Beloit area continues to be particularly hard-hit. It’s ironic that 
although many employers have job openings, they cannot find qualified workers.

Recently, the alliance of nonprofit organizations has been working closely with employers to develop 
this innovative approach, which, if successful, could serve as a blueprint for similar programs in other 
hard-hit parts of the state. The plan will differ in radical ways from previous training schemes, which 
have often met with mixed or less than desirable success.

First and foremost, it will be employer-centered. Making the employer the primary client rather than 
potential employees should lead to a far more effective effort to match skills needed with those of job 
seekers.

Participating local employers will clearly communicate their skill needs to program administrators, 
who will assess clients, determine the best methods of reaching them, and place them in appropriate 
programs.

While past plans have attempted to train clients first, then try to find openings for them, in this 
program potential employees would be given specific training for job openings that already exist.

“Soft skills” immersion training, before beginning the basic job skills training, is an essential part of 
making this program a success. Meeting companies’ specific skills requirements is the second critical 
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element. The alliance intends to move ahead with the program despite its very limited funding, 
primarily from private sources.

Gov. Scott Walker has made job creation his primary focus. While government can help, this 
employer-centered plan called Work Today can be another important step in continuing to improve 
Rock County’s employment picture.

Eloise Anderson is secretary of the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. Readers can 
reach her at Eloise.Anderson@wisconsin.gov. For more information about the Work Today program, 
call Randall Upton at the Beloit Chamber of Commerce at 608-313-1365.

Published at: http://www.GazetteXtra.com/news/2013/apr/02/new-program-aims-bridge-jobs-skills-
gap/ 
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Plain Talk: Beloit program for the 'hopelessly 
unemployed' shows promise
MAY 17, 2013 4:55 AM  •  DAVE ZWEIFEL | THE CAPITAL TIMES EDITOR EMERITUS | 
DZWEIFEL@MADISON.COM

A promising new program aimed at connecting the chronically unemployed with 
employers with job openings is to be launched this afternoon in Beloit.

It's admittedly an experiment, but if it works it could be duplicated in other Wisconsin 
cities with problems similar to those that face Beloit, a city with the second highest 
unemployment rate in the state.

The idea for the program was floated some time ago by Eloise Anderson, secretary of 
the state Department of Children and Families who previously was the director of 
California's huge Department of Social Services. She's a familiar face in Dane County, 
where she was a veteran on the staff of former County Executive Jonathan Barry. 
Anderson has long been convinced that with proper training and support, many who are 
considered hopelessly unemployed can learn the required skills and be matched up 
with decent jobs.

But this isn't a government program, at least not for now. The Beloit experiment — "Work 
Today" — has been embraced by many in the city's business community along 
with nonprofits and social agencies that work with the poor and unemployed.  With help 
from the Southwest Wisconsin Workforce Development Board, Rock County's 
Community Action Inc. will identify and recruit unemployed men and women into training 
programs that are matched with job openings at Beloit area shops and businesses.

What's different about Work Today is that instead of training people first and then trying 
to find job openings for them, individuals will be given specific training for job openings 
that already exist. Employers will be deeply involved in the process at the get-go so that 
potential employees can be matched with the skills the job requires. Training will be 
provided by the Rock County Manpower organization along with Community Action.  

The president of Beloit's Chamber of Commerce, Randall Upton, is ecstatic about the 
program's promise to lift people from unemployment and help employers fill jobs with 
qualified people who have or can develop the skills. He said many of the unemployed 
being targeted are folks who have slipped through the gaps and are not aware of the 
opportunities that employers have out there.

"As a society we have a habit of analyzing this or that seemingly forever," he remarked. 
"We said OK, we need to put something together that has a chance to work."

He credited Bob Borremans, the executive director of the Southwestern Wisconsin 
Workforce Development Board, for pushing everyone to make this happen.
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"It's at least worth a try," Upton added.

The benefits could be two-fold. First, men and women who were thought to be hopelessly 
unemployed may finally land a job. Second, they'll be removed from government 
programs at a savings to taxpayers.

Kenyon Kies, who has long been involved with state issues both in government and as a 
utility lobbyist, has helped put together the program at the behest of Anderson. He's 
helped recruit businesses and coordinated with the nonprofits. He sees the program 
having the potential to expand to Milwaukee, Racine and other areas of high and 
stubborn unemployment. If it works in Beloit, perhaps state and local governments will 
get involved to expand the program with some grants of their own.

With the exception of seed money from the Workforce Development office, most of the 
funding is coming from businesses themselves plus a grant from the AT&T Foundation.

"Everyone's chipping in," Upton said. "We can't always look to government to pull the 
load. Sometimes you need to do it yourself."

Many will be watching what happens in Beloit. May they have good luck.

Dave Zweifel is editor emeritus of The Capital Times. dzweifel@madison.com

About the columnist

Editor Emeritus Dave Zweifel has been with The Capital Times since he graduated 
from UW-Madison in 1962, serving as the paper's editor in chief from 1983 to 2008. 
He was president of the Wisconsin Freedom of Information Council for 15 years, 
served as a Pulitzer Prize judge in 2000 and 2001, and named to the Wisconsin 
Newspaper Hall of Fame in 2011. A native of New Glarus, Wis., where he grew up 
on a farm, he serves on several non-profit boards and is a military veteran, having 
served on active duty as a field artillery officer in the early 1960s and for 26 years in 
the Wisconsin Army National Guard where he retired as a colonel in 1993.
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