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SKILLWORKS’ STRATEGIC PLAN: PHASE III 2014 - 2018
INTRODUCTORY NOTE FR OM SKILLWORKS CO-CHAIRS
We are pleased and excited to introduce the Strategic Plan for Phase III of SkillWorks. The planning process has
included voices from a broad spectrum of community leaders, current and potential funders, employer and labor
partners, program leaders, and public policy advocates. Current SkillWorks funders remain passionate in their
commitment to SkillWorks and to moving into Phase III with strategies that build upon what we have learned over
the past decade.
In our plan for Phase III, we have intentionally balanced our commitment to sticking with what has proven valuable
over the past 10 years with using what we have learned to enhance and shift our strategies to create broader
impact. We see the next five years as an opportunity to bring our work to scale with a particular focus on lowincome individuals traditionally under-served by education and training opportunities, supporting them as they
transition to educational and career pathways. We also aim to strengthen greater Boston’s workforce
development community through even greater support for peer learning and network building; employer/sector
organizing; and increased sharing of best practices and lessons learned. In the policy arena, we are focusing on
developing a sustained capacity for advocacy while being more proactive and strategic in supporting campaigns
that are aligned with SkillWorks’ goals.
A particularly exciting new direction involves a greater focus on leveraging the funder collaborative to achieve
greater alignment of philanthropic and public resources, thus augmenting SkillWorks’ reach and impact by
developing additional leadership from funders who support our strategic goals.
We are looking forward to creating more opportunities to interact with the community of funders, employers, and
community-based organizations; to share what we are learning; and to celebrate our successes. We thank those
of you who have supported us so far with your knowledge, insight, savvy and resources. We invite others to join
our exciting and impactful community of practice over the next five years.

Conny Doty, Co-Chair, Funders Group
Office of Jobs and Community Services, City of Boston

Jill Griffin, Co-Chair, Funders Group
The Boston Foundation

December 2012
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SKILLWORKS PHASE III: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
SkillWorks: Partners for a Productive Workforce is a nationally recognized workforce development intermediary and funder
collaborative that has invested nearly $25 million over ten years in innovative workforce development strategies. Launched by a
group of public and private funders in 2003, SkillWorks employs a three-pronged investment strategy: industry sector workforce
partnerships, capacity building for workforce development providers, and policy advocacy to increase funding and effectiveness of
the workforce development system.
Lessons learned from the first two phases of SkillWorks (2003-2013) have informed the Phase III strategic planning process. Led by a
steering committee of key funders, the process involved over 100 stakeholders who affirmed a continuing need for SkillWorks in
light of growing skill gaps and stubbornly high unemployment and poverty rates, especially for the low-skilled. The following value
proposition for SkillWorks Phase III emerged from this process:
SkillWorks leverages its leadership position and collaborative model to convene business, labor, education, and civic leaders and
catalyze change through innovative investments, adoption of best practices, and advocacy.

PHASE III INITIATIVE GOAL, PRIORITIES AND STRATEGIES: 2014-2018
The Phase III goal of SkillWorks’ investments is to improve the workforce system’s effectiveness and efficiency, resulting in
significantly improved economic outcomes for job and skill seekers, with a priority focus on those in Greater Boston who are lowincome and low-skilled. SkillWorks will achieve this goal by leveraging its leadership position and collaborative model to convene
business, labor, education, and civic leaders and catalyze change through innovative investments, adoption of best practices, and
advocacy.
As the funders considered SkillWorks’ impact over the initiative’s first ten years, the work that remains to be done, and the
alignment of SkillWorks’ strengths and interests, four priorities emerged, along with the associated strategies described below:








Priority 1: Build more efficient and effective pipelines that connect skilled workers to employers and help advance them.
SkillWorks will support approaches that increase successful transitions to post-secondary education or training and completion
of industry-recognized credentials, particularly for low-skilled adults.
Priority 2: Increase access to job training for hard-to-serve individuals. SkillWorks will invest in programs that remove barriers
for those with the most challenges accessing training and education, jobs and advancement. SkillWorks will emphasize the
development of system-level solutions to persistent barriers so more individuals will progress toward self-sufficiency.
Priority 3: Achieve greater impact and scale by expanding the reach of SkillWorks’ learnings. SkillWorks will focus on building
the capacity of workforce training providers and employers and disseminating learning and best practices. SkillWorks will
launch a regional provider network and peer learning groups. SkillWorks will also support consortia of employers who work
together to address critical workforce challenges; document industry practices for hiring, training, retention, and advancement
of lower-skilled adults; and develop strategies to encourage the adoption of best practices.
Priority 4: Increase the level and flexibility of funding for workforce services. SkillWorks will invest in core advocacy capacity;
support complementary advocacy campaigns; and use the power of funders and grantees to improve the alignment of and
funding for adult workforce training, education, and economic development programs. SkillWorks will establish a forum for
funders to share resources and explore the alignment of funding processes and metrics. SkillWorks Phase III will seek to engage
additional public and private funders through an aligned funding strategy to complement its current pooled funding approach.

In addition, SkillWorks will look to make Phase III investments with the following principles in mind: 1) all strategies must lead to
systems change; 2) the strategies must be innovative; 3) the strategies must address a key gap in the workforce system.

GOVERNANCE AND BUDGET
The SkillWorks Funders Group will serve as the decision making body for the initiative and will oversee strategy, budget,
implementation, funding decisions and evaluation on a one funder: one vote basis. An Executive Committee, consisting of the
Funders Group co-chairs and the funders who oversee the Program Innovation, Capacity Building, and Policy Advocacy
subcommittees, will provide strategic leadership for the initiative and oversight of the executive director. Evaluation will be
integrated into the work of the subcommittees and used as way to reflect on progress and to make mid-course corrections.
SkillWorks projects a $5.6 million, five-year budget for Phase III. The Boston Foundation will remain the fiscal agent of SkillWorks,
with a mid-term review of this arrangement in 2017/2018. SkillWorks will be staffed by its current Executive Director, Loh-Sze Leung,
with an additional part-time staff person as funding allows.
CONTRIBUTORS TO STRA TEGIC PLANNING PROCE SS
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The SkillWorks Phase III planning process benefited greatly from input and participation of community and civic
leaders, employers, labor, and the philanthropic community.
STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBERS








Conny Doty, (SkillWorks Co-Chair), Office of Jobs and Community Service, City of Boston
Jill Griffin (SkillWorks Co-Chair), The Boston Foundation
Miki Akimoto, Bank of America
Amanda Northrop, State Street Foundation
Daniel Singleton, Office of Jobs and Community Service, City of Boston
Beth Smith, Hyams Foundation
Nancy Snyder, Commonwealth Corporation

STAFF PLANNING TEAM







Loh-Sze Leung, SkillWorks
Patricia Maguire, SkillWorks
Kaitlyn Bean, Workforce Results
Susan Crandall, Workforce Results
Martha Mueller Cook, Independent Consultant
Devon Winey, Mt. Auburn Associates

ADDITIONAL CONTRIBUTORS
Over 100 stakeholders contributed to SkillWorks’ strategic planning process. The steering committee wishes to
sincerely thank all who contributed for their generosity and honesty in sharing feedback and insight. A full list of
participants can be found at the end of this document.

SKILLWORKS: HISTORY AND OVERVIEW
SkillWorks: Partners for a Productive Workforce is a nationally recognized workforce development intermediary
and multiyear funder collaborative, launched by a group of public and private funders in 2003 to revolutionize
workforce development in Boston and across Massachusetts. SkillWorks brings together philanthropy,
government, community organizations and employers to address the twin goals of helping low income individuals
access and advance in family supporting jobs and helping businesses find skilled workers.
SkillWorks boasts an impressive record of accomplishment. The initiative and its grantees have helped over 4,000
job seekers and incumbent workers progress on a path to self-sufficiency, increased the number and capacity of
workforce partnerships, and advocated for key workforce priorities, including the successful passage of the
Workforce Competitiveness Trust Fund. In addition to funding for its own programs, SkillWorks’ advocacy efforts
have leveraged an astounding 60 million dollars in additional public and private investments in support of
workforce training in the Commonwealth. SkillWorks’ impact goes far beyond Boston: As the model for the
National Fund for Workforce Solutions (NFWS), SkillWorks served as a catalyst for the creation of workforce funder
collaboratives in 32 other regions, which have now served over 26,000 low-income job seekers and incumbent
workers across the nation.
Throughout Phase I (2003-2008) and Phase II (2009-2013), SkillWorks supported three interrelated components of
activity to achieve its overall dual-customer goal of sustained improvement to the workforce development system:


Workforce Partnerships aggregate employer needs, organize resources, and provide or broker career
advancement services for low-income adults and disengaged youth. In Phase II, SkillWorks supported nine
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sector partnerships to help low- and moderate- income job seekers and incumbent workers make
1
progress towards self-sufficiency and to help employers meet their training and workforce needs.


Capacity Building efforts build the infrastructure for, strengthen alliances within, and enhance the
knowledge of Workforce Partnerships and other workforce development providers. Capacity building
activities help staff better manage partnerships, implement promising practices, develop new programs
and services, and advocate for policies and practices to improve the workforce development system’s
ability to serve employers and low-skilled workers.



Public Policy Advocacy efforts help raise the visibility of the workforce development system in
Massachusetts and its critical role in helping both workers and employers; sustain and increase state
funding for workforce training; and identify opportunities to improve the system so that it is better
equipped to help workers and employers. Advocacy efforts also include organizing stakeholders from
various parts of the system to institutionalize successful innovations that emerge from workforce
partnerships and capacity building. In both Phases I and II, SkillWorks’ advocacy grantee has been the
Workforce Solutions Group.

A SUMMARY OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS AND LESSONS LEARNED FROM PHASES I AND II
2

SkillWorks’ commitment to workforce development and investments of nearly $25 million over ten years has
resulted in an extensive record of both accomplishments and lessons learned. Some highlights of SkillWorks
accomplishments include:


Partnerships: In Phase I, 3,000 job seekers and workers received skills training with an emphasis on
gaining employment and advancing along a career pathway toward self-sufficiency. In Phase II, the
initiative will serve approximately 1,600 participants with added emphases on strengthening pathways to
post-secondary education, training, and credential attainment for low-skilled adults; and better
connecting the workforce development system to Massachusetts’ community colleges and other postsecondary institutions. Through December 31, 2012, SkillWorks has served a total of more than 4,400
individuals and engaged more than 80 employers in its workforce development partnerships. In that
time, more than 1,300 have earned wage gains; 900 participants have been placed in jobs; more than 800
3
have attained credentials (mostly in Phase II); and more than 425 individuals have earned promotions.



Capacity building: Through its capacity building efforts, SkillWorks has strengthened workforce
development providers and partnerships in the City of Boston and beyond, providing training for grantees
as well as the broader workforce development community on coaching and career management,
measuring business and participant impact, integrating financial capability with career coaching, using
labor market information, working with community colleges, public policy advocacy, and sustainability.
SkillWorks has also produced technical assistance tools on topics such as succession/staff transition
planning for workforce partnerships, tuition advancement, and college navigation and coaching.



SkillWorks Policy and Advocacy: Phase II advocacy efforts by SkillWorks and its grantee, the Workforce
Solutions Group, resulted in the inclusion of $5 million to fund the Workforce Competitiveness Trust Fund
(WCTF) in the 2012 Economic Development Jobs Bill 2012. This Trust Fund was initially established with
SkillWorks’ advocacy and support in 2006, during Phase I. SkillWorks partnerships have also successfully

1

These nine partnerships include five large partnership investments and four smaller, exploratory training partnerships in the
emerging green jobs economy.
2
SkillWorks Phase I ran from 2003-2008 and invested nearly $15M in workforce partnerships, capacity building and public
policy advocacy; Phase II ran from 2009-2013 and invested $10M in these three strategies, primarily with a different set of
grantees.
3
Enrollment numbers are unduplicated. Outcome numbers count unduplicated participants within each category (wage gain,
placement, credential attainment) but some participants may be included in more than one outcome category if, for example,
they have attained a job placement as well as a credential.
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worked with a number of employers to change their tuition reimbursement, training participation and
compensation policies.
What we have learned through the process is as important as the specific accomplishments. Our continued focus
on evaluation, learning, and dissemination has helped us and others to hone their workforce development
endeavors. We will provide a brief summary here, as these lessons have informed the development of SkillWorks’
4
Phase III approach and priorities. The initiative’s evaluation reports have captured our learnings in greater detail.
Collaborative Lessons



SkillWorks’ investment partnership approach provides a golden opportunity to push systems change
Building funders’ capacity and knowledge can be a major outcome of SkillWorks’ collaborative approach

Capacity Building



Effective capacity building must move beyond workshops, grants and even 1:1 technical assistance,
especially if SkillWorks wants to share lessons learned and build a community of practice
Peer learning and networks need time, consistency, investment, and a continued focus on relevance to
the challenges and opportunities facing workforce training programs and their partners

Policy Advocacy




A successful workforce policy advocacy campaign is multi-faceted, opportunistic and should involve
bringing new information to light; cultivating internal and external champions; engaging employers; and
consistently engaging targeted policymakers serving on key committees or in key positions
There is synergy between programmatic investments and policy advocacy effectiveness. Investments in
5
workforce partnerships and programs generate a constituency for advocacy and compelling examples of
system gaps and successes.

Workforce Partnerships







Career advancement is a long-term commitment for the individual, for the provider supporting the
participant, and for the funders investing in programmatic support
Short term training is often insufficient to achieve long term advancement. Acting on this learning from
Phase I, SkillWorks has focused significant resources in Phase II on increasing the number of participants
pursuing post-secondary degrees and credentials. In Phase I, only 81 individuals enrolled in postsecondary while after four years of the Phase II initiative, over 300 participants have enrolled in a postsecondary program, with more in the pipeline.
Transition points along the pipeline – from ABE to college; college to employment – can be stumbling
blocks in individual progression. Coaching, distinct from case management, appears to make a difference
at these transition points in helping participants persist and succeed.
Individuals, particularly those most disconnected from the workforce, need more than training to achieve
employment success.

Regardless of the specific strategies, we have come to realize that this work requires patience, risk, leadership and
champions from multiple sectors, and dedicated staff to knit together the varied efforts to maximize impact and
learning.

4

SkillWorks’ evaluation reports can be accessed online at http://www.skill-works.org/resources-evaluation-reports.php.
SkillWorks defines a workforce partnership as a partnership of employers, training organizations, educational institutions, and
other relevant parties that work to identify entry-to mid-level talent gaps in a particular sector or for a particular set of
occupations and work to prepare low to moderate skilled individuals for these jobs.
5
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THE NEED FOR SKILLWORKS: THE COMMUNITY C ONTEXT
SkillWorks was launched in 2003 to tackle the challenges of meeting worker and business needs while developing
pathways out of poverty in the face of overwhelming evidence that: 1) our economy is shedding unskilled jobs and
growing middle to high skill jobs; and 2) a large percentage of our workforce is unprepared for jobs in our
knowledge economy. While SkillWorks has made significant progress towards its goals, the tide of the economy
has shifted over the last decade, creating a worsening situation for low-income workers and employers across the
Commonwealth.
In 2010, nearly one million Massachusetts workers (1 in 4) were unemployed, underemployed, mal-employed, or
6
in the labor market reserve (unemployed but not actively looking). Poverty rates have increased; 1 in 10 residents
in greater Boston now lives in poverty, compared to 8.6% in 2000. Income inequality has also been on the rise. In
the Greater Boston region, the median family income in the top fifth of families rose from 6.6 times that of their
7
counterparts in the bottom fifth in 1979 to ten times that of their counterparts in the bottom fifth in 2008.
A 2010 report showed that families with annual household incomes of $12,499 or less had an unemployment rate
8
of 30.8 percent, four times the state average. Those with incomes of $12,500 to $20,000 had an unemployment
9
rate of 19.1 percent. At the same time, the Crittenton Women's Union’s Economic Independence Index pegged
the average income needed to meet a household's basic expenses at $61,618 per year for a family of one adult,
one preschooler and one school-age child—3 to 4 times the federal poverty level.
There are, of course, many factors contributing to high under- and unemployment among the lowest income
groups, including access to affordable and reliable child care and transportation; lack of affordable housing; and a
lack of assets to cushion the blow of an unexpected crisis (such as a health emergency).
In addition, the unemployed in the Boston Metro region are disproportionately low-skilled, with 73% of
unemployed holding at most a High School degree. This presents a challenge because middle-skill jobs – those that
require more than a high school education but less than a four-year college degree – comprise the largest share of
10
future job openings (at 40%), but only one third of the population has the skills to fill these jobs. Employers,
especially in health care, education and professional/technical sectors, report difficulty filling these positions.
Without a strong focus on providing training and education for these middle skill jobs, and helping residents
overcome barriers to employment such as those described above, the region will not be able to meet the needs of
employers, especially as jobs in the Boston labor market continue to trend toward requiring higher levels of
11
education and training.
On a positive note, Massachusetts has taken some significant steps to address these challenges and create better
pathways to jobs and careers for many of its residents. In 2006, building from previous state efforts and with
SkillWorks’ policy advocacy leadership, the legislature created the Workforce Competitiveness Trust Fund (WCTF)
to support sectoral training partnerships across the state, which have achieved tremendous successes in helping
12
lower-skilled, lower-income people find work and advance.

6

Andrew Sum, Ishwar Khatiwada, Joseph McLaughlin, Mykhaylo Trub'skyy, Sheila Palma Recapturing the American Dream:
Meeting the Challenges of the Bay State’s Lost Decade. MassInc. December 2011.
7
Michael Goodman and Robert Nakosteen, “Diverging Destinies: The Commonwealth’s Relatively Robust but Imbalanced
Economic Recovery,” MassBenchmarks, 2011.
8
Andrew Sum and Ishwar Khatiwada, “Labor Underutilization Problems of U.S. Workers Across Household Income Groups at
the End of the Great Recession: A Truly Great Depression Among the Nation’s Low Income Workers Amidst Full Employment
Among the Most Affluent,” February 2010.
9
Crittenton Women’s Union, “Massachusetts Economic Independence Index 2010,” March 2010.
10
National Skills Coalition, “Massachusetts’ Forgotten Middle-Skill Jobs,” July 2010.
11
http://commcorp.org/resources/documents/Boston_MetroNorth_10.2012.pdf
12
See www.commcorp.org for more information on the Workforce Competitiveness Trust Fund and its results.
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In 2010 the Massachusetts Department of Higher Education launched the Vision Project to improve credential
attainment rates at our public higher education institutions and to better connect education with employer needs.
The following year, the state’s 15 community colleges were awarded a $20 million U.S. Department of Labor grant
focused on building new capacity to work with adult job seekers, including building out career and credential
pathways and improving developmental education. A new position was created in 2011 to facilitate the
collaboration of the Labor and Workforce Development, Education and Economic Development secretariats; these
agencies announced a new career pathways framework in October 2012 at statewide Jobs and Workforce Summit,
organized by the Workforce Solutions Group. In 2012, for the first time, Massachusetts’ Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education (DESE) invested in adult basic education linked with college and career pathways. Finally,
during the 2012 legislative session, the Governor signed community college reforms into law and recapitalized the
WCTF to focus on pathways to middle-skill jobs.
SkillWorks will continue to partner with state and local officials to support progress in creating career pathways.
However, given threats to workforce training in the face of pressure on federal and state budgets, and the
magnitude of our skills and employment gaps, SkillWorks does have a unique role and voice as a funder
collaborative and public-private partnership.
In an atmosphere of constrained resources, most of the funding that is available goes to support and expand lower
risk, proven models and to support participant training and placement. Few resources are available for pilots,
coordination, capacity building, system building, and advocacy. Having supported sector-based workforce
partnerships and established the approach as an accepted best practice, SkillWorks now has the opportunity to
focus its more limited resources on encouraging innovation; sharing learning and best practices; strengthening
linkages between the state’s economic development and its workforce investment frameworks; and continuing to
develop a broad network of effective providers and strong advocates for workforce training, especially for those
who have historically been under-served. In a few areas, such as workforce policy advocacy, or piloting barrier
remediation strategies for under-served populations, SkillWorks will be one of just a handful of funders, if not the
only significant funder in Massachusetts, and has the opportunity not just to pilot programs but to increase
attention on needs and issues and spur policymakers and others to action.
OVERVIEW OF STRATEGI C PLANNING PROCESS
SkillWorks’ Phase III strategic planning process began in May 2012 and was completed in February 2013. Led by a
steering committee comprised of key funders, with strategic support and facilitation provided by Susan Crandall of
Workforce Results and Martha Mueller Cook, the process emphasized significant involvement and input from a
broad set of stakeholders, including but not limited to workforce training providers, policymakers, educators and
employers, along with the building of consensus within the steering committee.
Early in the process, steering committee members agreed that three principles would guide their investments in
Phase III:
1.
2.
3.

All strategies must lead to systems change that will be to the mutual benefit of low income workers and
businesses seeking a skilled workforce.
The strategies must be innovative and result in ways to advance the field of workforce development.
The strategies must address a key gap in the system and/or an overarching need for workers and
employers.

These principles were used to prioritize key strategies and develop the Theory of Change. Following the final
approval of the Theory of Change, the steering committee developed outcomes, a governance structure, a budget,
and an implementation plan mapped to the strategic plan. The process culminated with the formal adoption of the
strategic plan by the Funders Group.
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THE NEED FOR SKILLWORKS: KEY FINDINGS FR OM STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUPS
Over 100 stakeholders (employers, providers, policy advocates, labor, workforce experts, and funders) provided
their perspectives on the ‘state of workforce development.’ In general, interviewees spoke positively about
SkillWorks’ accomplishments and assets, especially in the area of strengthening workforce policy advocacy
(stabilizing funding and raising the visibility of workforce development); engaging employers in a new and more
effective workforce development practices; pushing the standards of quality and best practices; creating a
collective risk pool that allowed public and private funders to experiment and learn; and, finally, developing new
relationships between public and private funders.
Stakeholders were nearly universal in their expression of a continuing need for SkillWorks to support workforce
development innovation, collaboration, and advocacy. While the details of specific responses were varied, all saw
the needs of both employers and low-skilled workers as too great for SkillWorks to not have a strong presence in
addressing the area’s workforce needs.
A clear consensus emerged on the ongoing value of SkillWorks in several areas: 1) continuing its role in public
policy advocacy efforts that increase the understanding of and support for workforce training; 2) increasing the
reach and impact of SkillWorks, institutionalizing its approach for a wider audience and disseminating its learnings;
and 3) expanding SkillWorks’ role as a convener, bringing private philanthropy and the public sector to the same
table to share learnings and align resources.
Stakeholders felt that policy efforts and direct service must go hand in hand, with a focus on testing models that
could then be scaled and replicated. This should include: 1) finding ways to increase opportunities for the
underserved; i.e., those that are further down the pipeline for middle skill jobs: 2) focusing on improving career
pathways, including breaking down silos between funding streams and programs to create smoother transitions to
advancement, and 3) enhancing the industry sector focus of workforce development, especially uncovering ways
to more deeply engage employers.
In addition, stakeholders noted that SkillWorks’ nascent role in bridging economic and workforce development
could also strengthen the business case for investing in worker training.
Overall, there was a strong desire to parlay SkillWorks successes into even bigger wins, working toward systems
changes essential for the greatest impact.

PHASE III GOAL, VALUE PROPOSITION, THEOR Y OF CHANGE, AND KEY STRATEGIES
The Phase III goal of SkillWorks’ investments will be to improve the workforce system’s effectiveness and
efficiency, resulting in significantly improved economic outcomes for job and skill seekers, with a priority focus on
those in Greater Boston who are low income and low skilled.
SkillWorks will achieve this overarching goal by leveraging its leadership position and collaborative model to
convene business, labor, education, and civic leaders and catalyze change through innovative investments,
adoption of best practices, and advocacy.
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Four priorities emerged to achieve SkillWorks’ Phase III initiative goal:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Build a more efficient and effective pipeline that connects skilled workers to employers and helps advance
them
Increase access to training and jobs for harder-to-serve individuals
Achieve greater impact and scale by expanding the reach of SkillWorks’ learnings
Increase the level and flexibility of funding for workforce services

An overview of the priorities, strategies, and planned impact is provided on the following page:
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SkillWorks Phase III Theory of Change
Initiative Goal. SkillWorks’ investments will improve the workforce system’s effectiveness and efficiency, resulting in
significantly improved economic outcomes for job and skill seekers, with a priority focus on those in Greater Boston who are lowincome and low-skilled.
Value Proposition. SkillWorks leverages its leadership position and collaborative model to convene business, labor, education,
and civic leaders and catalyze change through innovative investments, adoption of best practices, and advocacy.

SW Assets

•

•

•

•

•
•

Knowledge of
key industry
sectors
Investments in
best practice
that inform
systems change
efforts
Relationships
with wide
range of
constituencies
Focus on
pathways and
long-term
outcomes
Funder
collaboration
National
recognition/
credibility

Key Strategies

• Build a more efficient and
effective pipeline that connects
skilled workers to employers
and helps advance them
• Increase access to training and
jobs for harder-to-serve
individuals

• Achieve greater impact and
scale by expanding the reach of
SkillWorks’ learnings
• Increase level and flexibility of
funding for workforce services

• Test and scale innovations to
increase alignment of
systems/curricula with employer
needs and address barriers to jobs
and advancement
• Engage workforce system
providers & employers in building
capacity and promoting best
practice
• Seek and advocate for more and
better aligned funds to support
workforce training

• Evaluate the path to selfsufficiency, how long it is and
what makes a difference.

Top
Priorities

•More
individuals
progress at a
faster rate
toward familysustaining
wages
•More
employers can
find and retain
the skilled
employees
they need
•Funders,
policymakers
& practitioners
adopt SWproven
effective
policies and
sustain these
elements

Impact
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SkillWorks Phase III Key Strategies in Greater Detail

SkillWorks’ first two Phase III priorities involve investing in programs and partnerships. Investments – which may
be over multiple years – will be into specific strategies and programs which are expected to achieve high impact
and the potential for scale, rather than in funding entire workforce partnerships, as was done in SkillWorks Phases
I and II. Investments are expected to be more nimble and flexible than in the past and to build from previous
lessons learned. For more on how Phase III investments build upon Phases I and II, see the table on page 13.
Priority 1: Build more efficient and effective pipelines that connect skilled workers to employers and help
advance them.
Building on efforts and learning from Phase II, SkillWorks Phase III will place a strong emphasis on helping training
participants successfully transition to post-secondary education or training and complete an industry-recognized
credential that meets regional employers’ needs. SkillWorks’ investments in this area will therefore attempt to
foster better alignment of systems such as ABE/ESOL, workforce partnerships, and community colleges; integration
of assessment tools, so that competencies can be better identified and mapped to employer and educational
needs; the creation or expansion of stackable credential pathways; and the scaling up of college navigation and/or
career coaching services. SkillWorks also seeks to invest in programs that effectively leverage technology in order
to improve transitions, provide greater flexibility for working adults and their employers and/or increase credential
attainment rates. Investments will focus on testing innovative approaches and quickly disseminating the learning
through SkillWorks’ capacity building and policy advocacy efforts.
Priority 2: Increase access to job training for hard-to-serve individuals.
This is a new area of focus for SkillWorks. Phase III will invest in programs or partnerships that remove barriers for
those under or unemployed workers who have the most challenges accessing job training programs and
educational opportunities, and advancing from low-wage entry level jobs. The target population typically faces
multiple barriers to training and employment, most commonly lack of reliable transportation, the lack of
affordable, quality childcare, and lack of assets and financial capability skills. SkillWorks will focus on better
understanding these barriers and developing new approaches to helping individuals overcome them. SkillWorks
funding will emphasize identifying, developing, implementing, and sustaining system-level solutions to persistent
barriers, so that more individuals will clear the hurdles that stand in the way of self-sufficiency.
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Priority 3: Achieve greater impact and scale by expanding the reach of SkillWorks’ learnings.
In this priority area, SkillWorks funders believe that both workforce providers and employers must be engaged in
order to achieve the desired impact and scale. SkillWorks will launch and support a regional network of workforce
providers who have the opportunity to engage in professional development activities and receive technical
assistance. These providers will form peer learning groups that will pilot new practices and share learnings about
their effectiveness. Providers will help create, document and adopt standards of practice. Providers who adopt the
SkillWorks standards will receive support and recognition from SkillWorks, which will help sustain and expand the
implementation of effective practices. SkillWorks will also increase the use of technology in its capacity building
efforts to enable more workforce practitioners to benefit from the investments the initiative has made.
SkillWorks will hold annual listening sessions with workforce and community-based providers, as part of ongoing
efforts to link the execution of its strategy with input from those that are closest to the ground.
SkillWorks’ capacity building focus will extend beyond the provider network to include employers in Phase III.
SkillWorks will work to foster collaborative efforts among employers to address relevant workforce needs. Based
on successful models like SkillWorks’ own green jobs initiative as well as the Boston PIC’s Healthcare Careers
Consortium, SkillWorks will seek to organize employers in at least two industries who will work together to address
critical workforce challenges and develop solutions. The employer groups will determine, document and
disseminate industry practices for the hiring, training, retention, advancement of entry-level workers, and will
develop strategies to encourage the adoption of best practices. This will allow SkillWorks to improve its
connections with employers, create more employer champions, and drive change in key industries that benefit
low-wage, lower-skilled workers.
Priority 4: Increase the level and flexibility of funding for workforce services.
SkillWorks will seek more flexible funding for workforce training in general and to sustain SkillWorks innovations
that prove successful. The initiative will employ multiple mechanisms to accomplish this goal, including convening,
increasing funder alignment, and advocacy.
SkillWorks will convene funders in the Greater Boston area who support workforce training to form a learning
forum that shares best practices and resources and works to map and align funding processes and metrics.
Compared to previous phases which only utilized a pooled funding strategy, Phase III will seek to include pooled
and aligned funding, with a greater focus on aligning philanthropic and public investments in workforce training,
particularly in the Boston region. SkillWorks investors will continue to be accountable for their pooled funds, but
SkillWorks will seek additional leadership and guidance from aligned funders, employers and content experts, as
well as support from initiative staff and consultants.
SkillWorks’ advocacy efforts will focus on sustaining and increasing state funding for workforce training as well as
supporting greater alignment of vocational education, ABE/ESOL, post-secondary education, workforce
development, and economic development programs and funding that improve the credential attainment and
employment rates of low-income adults and other under-served populations. SkillWorks will utilize multiple
avenues in working toward these goals, including investing in sustained core advocacy capacity that focuses on
workforce development policy and funding; proactively identifying and supporting complementary campaigns that
support greater alignment of systems and funding; and actively engaging funders, staff and grantees in the
advocacy work of the collaborative. This approach should allow SkillWorks to build a broader, stronger and more
active base of support for workforce training in the Commonwealth.
In addition to the ongoing work described above, SkillWorks will convene a taskforce early in Phase III to produce a
report documenting the workforce system’s value (to employers, workers, and the community) and areas for
improvement, in order to better focus programmatic and advocacy efforts.
The table on the following page summarizes how SkillWorks Phase III builds upon the successes and lessons
learned from previous strategies.
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Training/ Program
Investments

SkillWorks Phase III Builds Upon SkillWorks Phase II
SkillWorks Phase II
(2009-13)

SkillWorks Phase III
(2014-2018)








Large, multi-year general support grants for
workforce partnerships in key sectors with preemployment and incumbent worker services
Focus on pathways to post-secondary education and
training
Focus on greater Boston residents and businesses







Capacity Building



Primary focus on providing 1:1 technical assistance to
grantees
Secondary focus on building capacity of workforce
development field









Public Policy




Relied on one coalition that represented SkillWorks’
policy interests
Broad focus on advocating for workforce funding and
some systems change
Increased leadership by collaborative staff in Phase 2






Funder Collaborative







Pooled funding only
Decision making led by funders only, with support
from initiative staff and consultants
Collaborative provides learning opportunities for
funders and partnerships






Smaller, programmatic grants, possibly multi-year,
that support innovative strategies addressing specific
points along workforce pipeline
Continued focus on transitions and pathways to postsecondary education/training and middle-skill jobs
New emphasis on addressing barriers to employment
and training for underserved populations
Continued focus on greater Boston residents and
businesses
Primary focus on documenting and sharing lessons
learned in order to build field
Develop a regional “SkillWorks network” of providers
supporting workforce development that:
o Agree to adopt core best practices and
receive recognition for so doing
o Participate in capacity building, professional
development and technical assistance
o Form peer groups to share and pilot new,
effective practices
Leverage technology to increase reach of SW
learnings
Convene employers to better understand and meet
needs, to promote the adoption of best practices,
and to promote greater system alignment
Support multiple avenues for organizing in workforce
development, including sustained advocacy capacity
Increased focus on system change, especially to
better connect skilled workers to employers and help
them advance; and that increases access to training
and jobs for harder-to-serve individuals
Greater involvement of collaborative funders and
staff in advocacy
More proactive and strategic in supporting specific
campaigns aligned with our goals
Pooled and aligned funding, with greater focus on
aligning philanthropic and public resources
Decision making led by funders, with additional
leadership provided by aligned funders and
employers and support from initiative staff and
consultants
Increased focus on building resources for and
knowledge and capacity of workforce funders and
other leaders
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PHASE III PRIORITIES, GOALS AND INDICATO RS
The indicators below focus primarily on systems change rather than on participant outcomes or targets. This is primarily because the funders have established
achieving systems change and innovation as guiding principles for Phase III investments, and also because the specific strategies for Phase III have yet to be determined.
As the funders narrow in on these strategies in 2013, more specific output and outcome goals will be developed.
Priority

Strategies

Systems Change Indicators

Build a more efficient and
effective pipeline that
connects skilled workers to
employers and helps advance
them

Act as a learning lab: invest in strategies and programs, with an
emphasis on partnership, aimed at helping more people
successfully transition to and complete post-secondary
education and training leading to employment by investing in
innovative, collaborative strategies and programs that:










Increase access to training and
jobs for harder-to-serve
individuals

Better align systems/curricula, particularly with employer
needs
Better identify and assess competencies
Provide career/academic coaching, particularly at scale
Better use technology to deliver education and training

Address and develop system solutions to persistent barriers
that prevent people from accessing jobs, training and
advancement opportunities
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# new or sustained partnerships/programs with
aligned systems/curricula; # new career coaching
programs launched; # new programs with improved
assessment processes
# courses delivered online, including increased uptake
and success rates
# changes to employer systems that make it easier for
workers to gain skills and education leading to
employment and advancement (hiring, training,
advancement, retention)
# harder-to-serve individuals who gain access to
training and employment
Increased understanding of barriers and potential
solutions among policymakers and funders
# systems solutions to barriers implemented and
sustained
Increase in funding or flexibility of funding to address
barriers to jobs and advancement

Priority

Strategies

Systems Change Indicators

Achieve greater impact and
scale by expanding the reach
of SkillWorks’ learnings

Work with providers:
Develop a regional “SkillWorks network” of providers
supporting workforce development that:
 Agree to adopt best practices;
 Participate in capacity building, professional development,
and technical assistance;
 Form peer groups to share and pilot new practices;




Workforce best practices identified
# of providers who adopt standards

Work with employers:
 Convene employers to better understand and meet needs,
to promote the adoption of best practices, and to promote
greater system alignment




Employer best practices identified and recognized
Employers adopt and invest in new hiring, training,
retention, and/or advancement practices that make it
easier for workers to gain skills and education

Leverage technology to increase reach of SW learnings

New technology/ channels developed to distribute SW
and other systems learnings

Funder alignment:
 Use collaborative table as a place where public and
philanthropic funders share information and align funding,
metrics and resources for workforce development in
greater Boston



Increase level and flexibility of
funding for workforce services

Advocacy:
 SkillWorks’ collaborative members and staff advocate for
more and more aligned workforce funding;
 Invest in organizing and advocacy capacity for the
workforce field;
 Identify and support specific advocacy and funding
campaigns aligned with SkillWorks’ goals and priorities;







Research and Communications:
 Produce relevant research that highlights promising
practices and that explores gaps or barriers identified in
our work, making recommendations for improvement.
 A first report shall be on the value of the workforce system
and areas for improvement
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# of all public and philanthropic funders who agree to
align funding and metrics
Total philanthropic and public $ raised and aligned
# of all funders that use SkillWorks workforce best
practice standards in evaluating programs

Increase public workforce funding to support access
and advancement for low-wage workers
New policies in place support aligned funding.

GOVERNANCE AND INITIATIVE STRUCTURE

SkillWorks Phase III Governance

Funders Group
Executive
Committee
 Staff
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Overview of SkillWorks Phase III Committees and Roles

Committee

Role

Composition

Meeting Frequency

Funders Group





Contribute to pooled funds each fiscal year
Serves as decision-making body for the initiative
Provide leadership and oversight with respect to strategy, budget, implementation
plan, funding decisions and measures of progress on a one funder: one vote basis
Participate on at least one subcommittee

2 SW co-chairs
All SW funders who are
willing to participate

4 x per year

Provide ongoing strategic leadership and guidance between Funders Group meetings
Provide information and make recommendations to guide the Funders Group
Review and approve project proposals that fall outside the normal purview of the
subcommittees or that require a faster turnaround
Ensure coordination of SkillWorks’ three program components
Provides oversight of the Executive Director

2 SW co-chairs
One co-chair from each
subcommittee

4 x per year
(in between Funder
Group meetings)

Minimum of 3 SW funders
Aligned funders
2 external advisors

2 x per year





Identify, research and prioritize innovations for investment
Oversee programmatic grant making, including any RFP or initiative development
Recommend funding decisions to Funders Group
Oversee grantee performance management
Identify research needs and bring them to the Funders Group
Provide guidance on evaluation of program innovation activities

Capacity Building
Subcommittee









Oversee development of peer learning network
Oversee selection and implementation of partnership standards
Develop communication strategy for research dissemination
Oversee employer organizing strategy
Oversee grantee and consultant performance management
Identify research needs and bring them to the Funders Group
Providing guidance on evaluation of capacity building activities

Minimum of 2 SW funders
Aligned funders
2 external advisors

3 x per year

Policy and
Advocacy
Subcommittee



Oversee policy and advocacy strategy, including opportunities for the collaborative’s
engagement in advocacy
Oversee development and release of report on workforce system Oversee grantee
and consultant performance management
Identify research needs and bring them to the Funders Group
Providing guidance on evaluation of public policy advocacy activities

Minimum of 2 SW funders
Aligned funders
2 external advisors

3 x per year


Executive
Committee







Program
Innovation
Subcommittee
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Other key initiative elements
Evaluation. SkillWorks will continue to make a substantial investment in evaluation and data collection in Phase
III, using evaluation activities and reports as way to reflect on progress and challenges and to make course
corrections as needed. Especially as SkillWorks begins to invest in more program innovation, systems change and
scale-up activities, it will be critical for the initiative to capture the learnings from our investments accessible and
relevant to workforce providers as well as funders and policymakers. As noted above, evaluation design and
feedback will be integrated into the work of the subcommittees (Program Innovation, Capacity Building, and Policy
and Advocacy). This will encourage SkillWorks to incorporate evaluation in all stages of the process, from initial
design though ongoing implementation and feedback. SkillWorks’ investment in evaluation will also be directed at
answering the questions posed by our fourth strategy: evaluating the path to self-sufficiency, how long it is, and
what makes a difference.
Fiscal Agency. The Boston Foundation will remain the physical home and fiscal agent for SkillWorks for the
foreseeable future. The Steering Committee recommends a mid-term review of this arrangement in 2016-2017 to
assess whether it continues to serve SkillWorks’ needs as well as provide opportunities for SkillWorks’ growth and
sustainability.
Staffing. SkillWorks will continue to be led by an Executive Director, currently Loh-Sze Leung, who reports to the
Executive Committee of the Funders’ Group. The Executive Director is responsible for carrying out SkillWorks’ dayto-day activities to achieve the initiative’s goals and objectives. The level of additional staffing and consulting
support will be contingent upon the final initiative budget as well as the specific investments and activities
SkillWorks undertakes. However, it is likely that SkillWorks will have at least another part-time program assistant
or associate.

SkillWorks Phase III Strategic Plan | 18

BUDGET
The strategic planning steering committee reviewed optimistic and conservative budget estimates for pooled
funding for the initiative in Phase III. Included here is a midpoint budget of projected five-year revenues and
expenses. The range of the low and high budget estimates was $4.4M to $6.7M.
Projected Revenues by Source

5-year Revenues

% of Budget

3,675,000
1,700,000
50,000
150,000
$ 5,575,000

66%
30%
1%
0%
3%
100%

5-year Expenses

% of Budget

2,000,000
1,000,000
450,000
240,000
485,000
50,000
600,000
750,000
$5,575,000

36%
18%
8%
4%
9%
1%
11%
13%
100%

Foundation and Corporate Grants
Public Funding
Sponsorship/Event Revenue
Individual Donations
Carry-in from Phase 2
Total Projected Revenue

Projected Phase III Expenses by Category
Program Innovation/Training Grants
Public Policy Grants (Including research/reports)
Capacity Building Grants/Contracts
Employer Organizing Grants/Contracts
Evaluation and Data Management
Forums/Convenings
Personnel
13
Non-personnel Initiative Management
Total Projected Expenses

This budget projection for Phase III represents a 45% decrease from the Phase II budget of $10 million. SkillWorks’
strategic approach therefore reflects a higher priority placed on systems change, system building, and program
innovation in order to better leverage limited resources for the greatest impact. In addition, SkillWorks funders will
augment funding available for workforce partnerships and training by seeking to better coordinate and align public
and private funding.

13

Includes TBF administrative fee of 10%, as well as limited consulting for database, technology and communications needs;
meeting, travel and conference expenses; dues and subscriptions; office supplies; postage and delivery; telephone; and
lobbying expenses.
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IMPLEMENTATION PLAN
The calendar below primarily focuses on activities related to the start-up and initial implementation of SkillWorks
Phase III in 2013 and the first part of 2014. Part of the plan for 2013 is to develop a more detailed roll-out of Phase
III strategies in 2014-2018.

When
January 2013

What
Formal announcement of Phase III for funders and partners
Finalize implementation plan

January-March 2013

New funder outreach and first quarter fund raising requests

Late Jan/Early Feb 2013

Identify committee chairs and members
Initial investment options discussion

March 2013

Form committees
Form ad hoc committee to guide drafting of Solutions to Current Labor Market
Challenges

March 2013

First committee meetings: Based on initial options presented by Funders Group,
start to weigh recommended investments for Phase III

May-June 2013

Committees finalize recommendations for investments

April-June 2013

2 Quarter fund raising with goal of having most current SkillWorks funders
committing to first two years of Phase III.

June 2013

Approve priorities for first 2-3 years of Phase III

July 2013

Release of first RFP for Program Innovation
Launch coincides with SkillWorks 10-Year Anniversary event

July-Sept 2013

3 Quarter fund raising: Social Innovation Fund/NFWS and others

August 2013

Release of first RFP for Public Policy

Late Oct/Early November
2013
December 2013

Finalize and release Solutions to Current Labor Market Challenges report

January-March 2014

Grant start-up/contract negotiation period

March-April 2014

Work begins on grants/contracts
Release first RFP for Capacity Building

June 2014

Capacity Building consultant(s) identified; plans finalized over the summer

September 2014

SkillWorks peer learning/regional workforce provider networks launched

nd

rd

Votes on Program Innovation and Public Policy contracts/grantees for 2014
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