
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first Equity Workforce Network (EWN) session was 

held on Thursday, January 19th from 1:00pm to 5:00pm 

at the Humphrey School of Public Affairs. Twenty-three 

community-based organizations were selected to 

participate in the year-long peer- learning sessions. 

Approximately 75 individuals attended the first session.  

 

Session One started with brief introductions of the 

facilitation team.  At table groupings, Network 

participants checked in with one another by answering 

the question: “As a workforce professional, why are you 

engaged in this work?” Facilitators then provided a brief 

overview of Equity Works, the Workforce Benchmarking Network and the purpose of EWN.  

 

THE WORK OF THIS COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE IS FACILITATED THROUGH THREE STRATEGIES:  

Create learning opportunities for direct service organizations to share solutions to common 

operational practices, and build organization capacity to make outcome driven program 

improvement. Utilizing a continuous improvement approach, the Equity Workforce Network 

seeks to cultivate best practices that lead to equitable outcomes for low-skilled and low-

income workers.  

Session One Highlights 

Thursday, January 19, 2017 

Equity Works is a workforce development community of practice established in 2016 by 18 cross-sector 

representatives of Minnesota’s workforce development field.  The purpose of this community of 

practice is to: Cultivate workforce development practices and systems 

that lead to outcomes, which address the equity crisis impacting 
communities of color and American Indians in Minnesota.  



 

 

Bolster leadership among individual changemakers committed to improving equity within 

Minnesota’s workforce development sector. Through a lens of defining one’s own cultural 

identity, the Equity Works Leadership Institute seeks to develop leaders that are aware of, 

and skilled to address the complexity of the workforce development system. 

 Engage employers in the development of a statewide labor force that produces 

equitable outcomes for low income and low skilled workers of color and American 

Indians.  

 Facilitate the transfer of best practices harvested from learnings of the Network and 

Leadership Institute to push policy innovation.  
 

The Workforce Benchmarking Network 

connects community-based 

organizations providing workforce 

development services around the 

country—along with public and 

private funders and other 

intermediaries—to support better 

results for job seekers, employers and 

communities. 

 

The Equity Workforce Network is a peer-

learning community of practice (CoP). 

Utilizing a CoP model, this network seeks 

to build authentic relationships, foster an 

environment of co-learning and create 

space for meaningful work to be done.  

 

This CoP spans beyond the organizations 

participating in the Network. This is an 

authentic invitation for people who fund 

workforce development to learn more 

about how the work is done on the 

frontline. Funders would like to work 

alongside service providers on the equity 

challenges facing workforce 

development, and hear your thoughts on 

how to best implement and fund this 

work.  
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Once the foundation was set, we transitioned to a group activitiy. Network members were 

grouped with others who did similar work in other organizations. Participants spent the next 

hour discussing the biggest challenges to implementing their program from their perspective 

roles.  

Organization teams then spent time mapping out two of their workforce development 

program process flows. From recruitment to enrollment, counseling, program exit and 

retention, organization teams depicted the process by which they engaged program 

participants. Network members then did a gallery walk of other organizations process 

diagrams.  

 

 

 

 

 

Organizations are short staffed • Staff turnover is high •There is sometimes a lack of 

cultural competency among staff • Data collection is different across departments • 

Multiple data management tools and collection methods • Definitions for program 

entry, exit, and retention vary across organizations and funding requirements • Funding 

is restricted • Funding is limited • Disconnection between upper management and 

frontline staff • Lack of collaboration across funding streams • Lack of partnership 

across the field • Employer engagement is difficult • Employer racial and cultural bias  • 

PARTICIPANT BARRIERS: job retention, program recruitment, soft skills, education, 

technology gaps, culture, housing, maintaining contact after program completion, 

changing client mindset, language, transportation, child care, criminal background, 

keeping client engaged, legal issues, documentation, organization location • 
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The concept of developing a continuous improvement approach was introduced following 

the gallery walk. Using one of Goodwill’s employment & training programs as a case 

example, participants walked through the steps of continuous improvement. From there, 

organizations added results and milestones to their process flow for each phase of their 

selected program.  

 

As participants defined their results and 

milestones, they were given the following to 

keep in mind:  

1. Focus on the data that matters to 

you.  

2. Engage staff’s “inquisitive mind.” 

3. Create useful reports. 

4. Start “small” – what can I do by next 

Tuesday? 

5. Continuously invest / imbed time & 

resources into improvement.  

 

We closed with a summary of the intention of the Network. Minnesota faces some very 

serious disparities when it comes to race and employment. Service providers are working 

diligently to implement programs to address our workforce needs. However, there continues 

to be a gap in employment, income and educational attainment among people of color 

and the American Indian. Unemployment by race, Unemployment and 

Underemployment data,  Educational attainment by race. (Data provided by the Minnesota 

Department of Management and Budget and the Department of Employment and Economic Development.) 
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https://www.mn.gov/mmb/mn-dashboard/economy/unemployment/
https://mn.gov/deed/data/current-econ-highlights/alternative-unemployment.jsp
https://mn.gov/deed/data/current-econ-highlights/alternative-unemployment.jsp
https://www.mn.gov/mmb/mn-dashboard/education/educational-attainment/


 

The next session in particular will center on the disparities that exist within our state in 

employment, and highlight areas within the labor market to focus our collective attention. 

Given the data, we will then take a closer look at who we are serving individually and 

collectively. Then, we will assess the gaps, and our own implicit bias that hinder equitable 

outcomes. From here, we can begin to make advances towards greater equity in the 

workforce development system. 

 

Throughout the next 9 sessions, we are going to take a closer look at the programs 

organizations mapped out in the first session to assess areas for improvement.  

Going forward, we will use data from the state, within your own databases, and the Tableau 

Outcomes Dashboard, to begin a process of program improvement based on participant 

outcomes. We look forward to hosting all of you next month. 

 
Equity Works is facilitated through the Future Services Institute 

(FSI). The work of FSI is grounded in improving lives in Minnesota 

through the advancement of human services into the 21st 

Century. FSI resides within the Public & Nonprofit Leadership 

Center at the Humphrey School of Public Affairs-University of 

Minnesota Twin-Cities. 

 

The Equity Workforce Network is facilitated in partnership with the 

Corporation for Skilled Workforce. 

Date: Tuesday, February 21, 2017 

Location: Urban Research and Outreach-Engagement Center (UROC) 

Time: 1:00pm to 5:00pm 

Register: HERE   

https://umn.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7UlXNZ9fIjrPtMV
http://futureservicesinstitute.umn.edu/
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