Workforce Focus Group
A focus group on workforce issues was held on Wednesday, March 9 at Gallaudet University. The focus group, which had thirteen participants, included discussions on residents’ current employment status, barriers to employment, job training programs, and other resources available to help residents train for and obtain employment or to help them through unemployment. Themes arose out of the discussion, including the obstacles faced by those with a criminal record, the experience of older adults trying to find new employment, requirements for recognized certification regardless of on-the-job training experience, and the ineffectiveness of existing training programs and resources.
The focus group was facilitated by Dr. Avis Jones-Deweever of the National Council of Negro Women and Tony Bell of Metropolitan Fitness and Safety. 

Current Employment Status
· The vast majority of focus group participants were either unemployed or working part-time. One participant owns a construction business. 
· The majority of participants had a criminal record. 
· Skills and work experience varied and included construction, electrical work, cable installation, bus operation, institutional cleaning, housekeeping, nursing and secretarial work.

· Several participants vented frustration at being turned away from job opportunities due to a lack of certification despite having skills learned from years on the job. 
· One participant discussed the uncertainty involved with working on a contract basis because, once the project is over, it’s back to unemployment. 
· Another participant was laid off after four years when the company was taken over by new management.
Discussion on Barriers to Employment
· One major barrier discussed was having a criminal record. One participant compared their formerly incarcerated status to a “brick wall” when it comes to employment. Another said that having a record makes you “marked”. 
· One participant pointed out that the circumstances around the criminal record are irrelevant – as soon as an employer sees the record, “they don’t want you” 
· One participant mentioned that his experiences with the law stemmed from peer pressure and growing up in “the projects”. Another participant talked about getting in trouble because of being unfocused at a young age. 
· One participant was inspired to start a business after being unable to secure a salaried job with a criminal record.

· One participant talked about how people without green cards seem to be getting jobs over US citizens
· There was a discussion around the experiences of older job seekers – one participant said that if one is over 35, it’s harder to get hired because “We can’t say that we will work for 5-10 years for $10 an hour, we’ve got families”. At the same time, this participant said that many of the young people that get hired  start “calling in after the first three checks, calling off, showing up for work late, they don’t wanna work cause it’s Friday night”. This same participant suggested that job training should start at a younger age so that “you give these kids a taste of good work ethic so that when times get a little trying for them they can say, well I’ve got a trade that I learned.” This participant said that when he was younger, they learned a trade in woodshop and auto shop
· Another participant agreed, saying that kids don’t learn these types of skills unless they go to a charter school

· Another participant pointed out that “you’re not training them young, and you don’t want to take a chance training us when we’re older because it doesn’t fall in the time frame for these companies. So you’re left to hiring the other Americans that come to work that don’t mind slave work—I don’t even wanna use the word slavery—they work hard for that 7,8,9 dollars an hour”  
· One participant mentioned that some people work for six months then collect unemployment and an income tax check but that “makes it bad for a lot of us. We’re all not the same. We are not”
· Getting back to the question of the biggest barrier to employment, one participant said “In all honesty, it’s tough to swallow, but it’s us. It’s us as a people. I mean, not one individually, but like he was saying, sometimes people do label you and one bad apple spoils the bunch.”

· The same participant talked about a job training and life skills course taken after losing a job due to a company’s closing: “I went from having the lowest grade to having the third highest grade in the school, I wound up being student president just to find out that I wouldn’t be able to get any job placement upon me finishing school. Because my felony was too fresh, it was too recent. Regardless what I’m doing now to turn around the mistakes I’ve made, the life skills classes, going from the worst student in the school grade-wise to the third highest, nobody would look past that, just for job placement, just to give me a chance….you get stereotyped, and everybody just needs a chance”
· Several participants talked about how not having a certification was limiting despite years of on-the-job training

· A participant talked about the difficulties of disclosing a criminal record – “When I say no and lie, they call me back for an interview. Then when I go for the interview, like my man said, after they find out that I do got a record, they be like, “well you lied in the interview.” I couldn’t even finish my probation period out. Now they wanna let me go. But had I told them in the beginning they would have never told me I could come in in the first place.”
· Another participant added: “It’s regardless of how hard you’ve been working on the job. It’s about what you’ve done in the past.”
Discussion on Resources for Job Placement of Training
· One participant talked about classes through job services: “They have you sign up; there are three of us in there, we sit inside of a classroom and they’ll talk to us a few minutes. They have us sign paperwork. I say what are we signing all this for? They say it’s for the training class. So we’re just sitting in there and they’re talking to us. We show up there and they’re just talkin’. It’s nothing going on, I figure what we’re doing is filling a quota.”
· Another participant talked about experiences at another job training center where “all we do is sit on Facebook all day. They talk about how they want to help you find jobs and stuff like that, but really when it comes down to it they don’t care. They’ll let you sit right there on Facebook.” 

· One participant relayed several incidents at a One Stop Center in which the staff was unhelpful. For example, the participant went to the center one morning to see a counselor and hadn’t made an appointment ahead of time but the staff wouldn’t let the participant make an appointment in person – they were told to call from home later. The same participant wondered “What help is job services?” because “If you don’t qualify for unemployment you don’t qualify for any of the other services.”
· Another participant said that One Stops are “not personal”; for example, this participant had a job counselor at a center and never met the counselor in person
· The same participant talked about how companies seem to want to hire inexperienced workers over those with experience. Mr. Bell suggested that it could be because companies want to hire workers and train them in their way of doing things.
· Another participant suggested that job training centers should focus more on helping people find out what they want to do and helping them get into that career because “if you don’t love what you do, you’re not gonna put your all into it”
· One participant talked about the limitations of job fairs: “they’ll tell you “we’re hiring but you’ve got to go on line, we’re not taking any information from you here, but you’ve got to go on line, we’re just here to let you know that we’re hiring.” So even job fairs, I’m like what’s the purpose of doing or me coming down here if I can’t even sell myself to you. That’s one of the biggest things about jobs now is that you can’t sell yourself personally to anyone because everything’s done on the computer. So they just look at a piece of paper and go by your name and what you have written down and that’s all they have on you.”
Discussion on Job Training Programs
· There was some discussion about the limitations of job training programs, including the difficulty in participating in training when you need a salary, the fact that some people are excluded because of requirements (i.e. of a diploma, age restrictions), programs that train you but offer no job placement even though they say they will
· Mr. Bell suggested a couple places that offer GED programs

· Another participant suggested signing up for the program offered by GSA at St. Elizabeths Campus
· One participant said they were told by a One Stop staff member that they could not participate in another training program because they had already participated in two over the last 15 years
· Another participant relayed experiences with a good training program – despite not getting a job, the participant felt that it was a good program because “When you first come there the first thing they do is test you to figure out…what are you good at, what can you do” and they provide life skills training (“they get you right as a man first before they worry about helping you go on into your career”), a GED program and a stipend. This participant would have stayed in the program except that “financially it was a struggle for me”
· There was a discussion about the things learned in a life skills class, which includes what to say and how to act in an interview and, in particular, how to handle the issue of a criminal record during the job application and interview process 
· The focus group ended on the question of how things are today verses how they were 3, 4, 5 years ago. One participant talked about working two jobs “just to help on my end of the household you know? I’m not working two jobs to stay above water I’m working two jobs to help out; I can’t afford to stay above water. My woman is carrying the weight right now…. I might seem like I’m working harder, but I’m making less for the work I’m doing.” In the last few years, it’s harder to get 40 hours of work a week or overtime
· Another participant suggested that things have changed because “nobody don’t care no more.…they stereotype everybody now…. Everywhere you go all the Spanish people got the jobs”
