	Editorial: A model for success 

The Center for Excellence, a collaborative effort between labor and management, can help the region become more economically competitive.
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Looking for a model for how to fix the seemingly perpetual skills vs. jobs disconnect?

The Center for Excellence, an innovative collaboration of labor and employers, might just be it, judging from a recent annual report.
The center placed 473 Milwaukee residents in jobs with starting wages averaging $14.82 an hour. African-American and Latino workers accounted for 70% of those placed; 13% were women.

Most of the jobs were in construction. But there's no reason that other economic sectors can't use the model to get the workers they need. In fact, Don Sykes, who, Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett has brought in to advise the city as it assumes more of a job training role, has just that in mind. Sykes said health care, retail, finance and the hospitality industry can follow the model as well. 

The Center for Excellence, a collaboration of the Building Industry Group Skilled Trades Employment Program (Big Step) and the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, is filling just such a vital need for construction and manufacturing.

In the past two years, the two groups behind the center have placed more than 800 Milwaukee residents into family-sustaining jobs.

During a recent meeting with the Editorial Board, principals behind the effort made points worth considering for the broader effort of making sure the region has the skilled work force necessary to compete in the global economy
Do it backwards.
The center looks at workplace needs first. The conventional model seems to be to find folks in need of jobs first. It's a subtle but important difference because it ensures people are trained for jobs that actually exist.

Involve the private sector.
In other words, the people doing the hiring are the best judge of what their current and future needs will be.

Involve labor.
This is crucial in the construction trades because it helps ensure that first wage is actually a living one. Labor has firsthand knowledge of how apprenticeship programs can be the first rung on the ladder to higher wages.

Develop connections to the community and non-profit groups.
These groups know firsthand who needs the training. They can provide the people eager to work hard for a meaningful spot in the workplace.

The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership and Big Step rely heavily on involvement from management and labor. The center enrolls worthy applicants into apprenticeship programs and training certificate programs. It also helps clients with such items as driver's license recovery, remedial education and getting their GEDs.

It's a program worth emulating if the region is to succeed.


