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The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) provides Illinois with the opportunity to 

increase access to employment and improve services for job seekers facing barriers to 

employment. While WIOA presents a significant opportunity to meet these jobseekers needs 

and interests, successful implementation of the legislation requires coordinated planning 

with core programs and community partners, including local workforce and education 

providers. The state of Illinois and relevant stakeholders should utilize WIOA to re-commit to 

job seekers facing barriers to employment. To accomplish this, Heartland Alliance 

recommends:  

 

Prioritize Job Seekers with Barriers to Employment: Title I of WIOA requires that priority for 

career and training services be given to adults who: receive public assistance; are low-

income; and are basic skills deficient. We recommend expanding proven program models 

for job seekers with barriers in Chicago and Illinois and specifically prioritizing individuals 

with criminal records, individuals experiencing homelessness, and those with low literacy 

levels by: 

o Increasing local Title I funding to delegate agencies that work with homeless 

job seekers, individuals returning from incarceration, youth who are out of 

school and work and other populations facing barriers to employment to 

expand existing transitional jobs strategies. 

o For individuals with low literacy, continue to invest both Title I and Title II 

funds for occupational bridge programs and contextualized adult basic 

education concurrently with employment and training in a similar sector. Such 

models have been shown to be particularly successful for individuals facing 

barriers to employment and those with low literacy.    

 

mailto:kdrew@heartlandalliance.org
mailto:myoung@heartlandalliance.org
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/implementing_transitional_jobs_under_the_workforce_innovation_and_opportunity_act_why_and_how_workforce_boards_should_leverage_wioa_dollars_for_transitional_jobs
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Expand Paid Work Experience for Youth through Tested Strategies: WIOA requires at least 

20 percent of Title I Youth formula funds to be spent on work-based learning. To strategically 

implement the increased expenditures, Illinois and local areas should use the following 

approaches: 

 Invest Title I funding to expand successful, existing paid work experience programs, 

including both WIOA and non-WIOA funded programs (i.e. YouthBuild, conservation 

corps).  

 Partner with public agencies that have job opportunities for youth (i.e. forest 

preserves districts, park district, or a local public housing authority) and pay for 

stipends or subsidize wages alongside support services and skill development.  

 Provide youth agencies with technical assistance on providing paid work experience, 

so they can successfully implement the work-based learning expenditure 

requirement.  

 Expand transitional jobs programs specifically for young people with the greatest 

barriers to employment including those that have been justice involved and 

transitioning from the child welfare system. Ensure these programs reflect best and 

promising practices through technical assistance.   

 

Make Career Pathways Accessible to Low-Skilled Adults: WIOA legislation prioritizes career 

pathways by defining career pathways for the first time; adding credential attainment to 

performance outcomes; and requiring local boards to develop and implement career 

pathways. The following strategies will ensure that career pathways are accessible and 

effective for low-skilled adults:  

 The state should prioritize short term, sectoral, and contextual work-based training 

and education to support employment, education and skills gains among individuals 

facing barriers to employment. Research indicates that sector initiatives – training 

that is closely tied to employers and specific occupations - can increase employment 

and earnings and employment stability.i WIOA expressly supports sector initiatives as 

part of building career pathways. Many of the sector training programs that show 

promise in delivering wage gains for low-income workers require a math or reading 

level that exceeds a 6th grade level, which is too high for many jobseekers with the 

greatest needs. For these jobseekers, programs that reduce barriers to entry should 

be prioritized and onramps into sector initiatives developed. These on-ramps are best 

constructed by blending contextualized education with work-based training in a 

complimentary or aligned sector so that participants gain education and skills 

experientially. An added benefit of these programs is that on-the-job learning and 

classroom learning can reinforce each other in real time. Additionally, given the 

realities of adult learners who often must juggle work, care for children or a family 

member, and other responsibilities, short term curricula that blend academic and 

occupational instruction concurrently tied to a credential such as those found in 

bridge programs have been found to be effective in supporting acquisition of basic 

skills.ii 

 The state should ensure the State Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) has the ability to 

track the progress of low-skilled adults through all state-level workforce development, 

education, and labor market data sources, so that career pathways strategies can be 

assessed for effectiveness.  
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 In the WIOA state plan, regional planning guidance, and other appropriate policy, 

adopt a single definition and framework for career pathways for use across all 

programs.  

 

Tie Work-Based Training to Employer Job Quality Standards: State and local WIOA plans can 

work toward improving the quality of jobs, especially entry jobs for lower-skilled individuals, 

byiii:  

 Targeting work-based training grants (like transitional jobs) to employers with high-

road strategies that improve wages, benefits, scheduling, and other factors.  

 Setting forth a strategy for the state and local workforce boards to establish 

mandatory job quality criteria as qualification for employers to participate in on-the-

job training (OJT) and incumbent worker training. This is allowable under WIOA 

section 134(c)(H)(ii) and 134(d)(4)(A)(ii)).   

 Committing to setting tiers of on-the-job-training (OJT) wage reimbursements that are 

tied to job quality elements, so that the highest levels of wage reimbursement are 

reserved for high-road employers. WIOA allows expanded OJT grants to be 

conditioned on current wage and benefit levels and improved wages and benefit 

levels anticipated after the OJT placement, as well as other factors determined by the 

state or local boards.   

 In addition, we recommend that state and local workforce boards are made up of a 

majority of employers that support high road strategies that improve wages, 

scheduling, benefits, and other factors.  

 

Prioritize Coordinated and Enhanced Career Services and Case Management (Chapter 4, 

page 30, paragraph 2):  We agree that providing enhanced case management services 

across the system is critical to enhancing client success and self-sufficiency.  WIOA funding 

and cross-system partnership particularly with the TANF and SNAP systems in Illinois need to 

reflect this priority to ensure an adequate, professional case management team across the 

system. In addition, in keeping with the priorities of WIOA and the responsibilities of state 

WIOA boards, we highly encourage cross-training between the WIOA system and other 

systems such as human services, affordable housing and homeless services, criminal 

justice and others to support capacity building of WIOA front line staff in order to best 

support the employment needs of people facing barriers to employment.  

 

Adequately Fund Family Literacy and Recognize the Need for Longer Programs: Title II 

includes the goal of “assisting adults who are parents to obtain the educational skills 

necessary to become full partners in the educational development of their children, and lead 

to sustainable improvements in the economic opportunities for their families.” In order to 

achieve this goal, Family Literacy programs must be adequately funded, and intentionally 

focus on the literacy development of families as a whole and support enhanced parental 

agency and efficacy. In multiple areas across the plan, there is a recognition of the 

challenges faced by a large number of Illinoisans lacking soft skills (literacy and numeracy) 

(Chapter 2, page 17, paragraph 1 & Chapter 2, page 19, paragraph 3) and lacking a high 

school diploma. The plan must recognize that individuals with low literacy and limited 

educational backgrounds, including English Language Learners and those facing barriers to 

cultural integration, will take significant periods of time to become college and career ready. 

Title II Programs must be incentivized to build basic literacy and soft skills and to maintain 
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their role as the arm of the workforce system which builds literacy skills. While employment 

and training is the ultimate goal, the impact of skill building towards this long-term goal for 

individuals with significant barriers must continue to be reimbursed through the funding 

formulas.        

 

Define Barriers to Employment to Include Systemic Barriers that Prevent People of Color and 

Others from Reaching their Full Potential: The Illinois WIOA plan should expressly state that 

skill development and credentials will be insufficient to achieve equitable employment 

across race and ethnicity without successful efforts to overcome systemic barriers to 

employment. The state plan should describe how it will dismantle disparities in skill 

development, program participation and outcomes, exclusionary hiring policies, implicit bias, 

hostile work climates, and lack of robust availability of transportation and childcare for 

populations of color. In addition, the plan notes an increased share of employment in the 

health services sector, and with our aging population, the demand for employment in health 

care will continue to grow. Yet, hundreds of thousands of men and women in our 

communities are unable to access the jobs they need to provide for themselves and their 

families due to criminal backgrounds.  Eliminating antiquated and overly broad barriers to 

employment and licensing, particularly in employment sectors with growing demand such as 

healthcare, must be a key strategy to dismantling systemic barriers to employment for one 

of the targeted populations this plan seeks to serve. 

 

Connect Individuals to Relevant Supports across Programs: The plan recommends providing 

coordinated and comprehensive services to targeted populations to prepare for and 

advance along career pathways by connecting individuals with relevant supports, such as 

transportation, child care and transition services (Chapter 4, page 27, Access and 

Opportunity for all Populations bullet). We concur with this strategy and recommend that this 

apply to Title II funded programs as well, to ensure that targeted populations can build basic 

skills and employment skills through addressing significant barriers to access, ongoing 

participation and successful program completion. Additionally, without access to around-the-

clock and quality transportation and child care, jobseekers cannot accept job offers in 

around-the-clock employment sectors, including health care, hospitality, manufacturing, 

transportation and logistics, etc. Access to these supports must be recognized as critical to 

ensuring a strong workforce. 

 

State Level Performance Goals should Include Detailed Analysis of Effectively Serving 

Disadvantaged Populations: “Effectiveness in Serving Disadvantaged Populations” should 

be added as a primary indicator of performance under WIOA (Chapter 6, page 33, 

Performance Goals). If “enabling service to a broader range of individuals and to customers 

with barriers to employment” is truly a state WIOA goal, effectiveness in serving this 

population should be reflected in the primary indicators of performance. An assessment of 

the percentage of individuals with employment barriers served, types of barriers experienced 

by this group, how they were served, and subsequent outcomes are all important measures 

to monitor to assess continued improvement of performance in serving disadvantaged 

populations. Further we strongly encourage that the regional and local assessment and 

performance data be disaggregated by income level, basic skills deficiency, race, poverty, 

and other factors consistent with individuals facing employment barriers in order to have a 

better understanding of who is benefitting from services. Additionally,  we encourage 
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forthcoming joint planning guidance to encourage the use of a range of data sources to 

inform the strategic planning elements of state plans – in particular the “education and skill 

levels of the workforce, including individuals with barriers to employment”  at § 676.105. 

Data available through Departments of Housing and Urban Development, Human Services, 

Corrections, Juvenile Justice and Veterans Affairs among others may be valuable in 

identifying and understanding the employment, training, and education levels, past work 

experience, engagement with other public systems, as well as needs of individuals with 

barriers to employment in local and state public workforce areas. Moreover, leveraging data 

from other public sources can help identify trends and factors that can shed light on 

potential barriers to employment or economic opportunity faced by populations in specific 

geographic areas.   

 

Strengthen Accountability Provisions to Provide a Disaggregated Analysis on Outcomes Data. 

Make Data Available to the Public, and Build related Reporting Capacity: The benchmarks 

identified in the assessment and evaluation section of the plan (Chapter 6, page 34) should 

include outcome data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, sex, and age. The data should be 

made available publicly in an easy to understand form and be analyzed at the state and 

local levels. Assessments and evaluation should be made public in order to garner feedback 

about how to most effectively address persisting gaps.  

 

Form a Standing Committee focused on Promoting Income Mobility for Low-income Youth 

and Adults Facing Barriers to Employment: Illinois should create a standing committee with 

the specified task of focusing on monitoring and tracking the degree to which WIOA is 

reaching and serving low-income youth and adults facing barriers to employment. It is 

particularly important to foster a space that addresses jobs and workforce issues for both 

youth and adults, especially in light of the elimination of a mandate for youth representation 

at the state and local level. Participants of this standing committee should not only include 

Illinois State Workforce Board members, but also CBOs and youth leaders working with low-

income youth and adults. 

 

Integrate Complementary Anti-Poverty and Education Programs: Programs such as 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP, formerly Food Stamps), play a key role in achieving the goals of WIOA. 

Workforce development programs historically have been developed within a silo.  Although 

collaboration is often encouraged, true integration has been challenging. It would be remiss 

for the Illinois WIOA plan to not articulate a clear plan on how communities can leverage the 

WIOA funding and strategies alongside anti-poverty and education and training programs 

that may be available through TANF and SNAP E&T programs. Especially given that Illinois 

opted to not develop a Combined State Plan with TANF or SNAP E&T programs, we strongly 

encourage the Illinois WIOA state plan to develop clear guidance on how to realize 

integration between state and local workforce, social service and education agencies. We 

strongly recommend that Illinois include additional federal programs in WIOA planning and, 

in the long term, work to achieve alignment across federal programs as well as state-funded 

programs. Doing so can improve access to services for job seekers facing barriers to 

employment who often touch a myriad of public systems as well as ensure that state 

investments complement federal resources. 
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Prioritize SNAP Recipients Affected by the Expiring State Waiver and Promote Best and 

Promising Practices: In fiscal year 2013, only about one-third of all Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) households had earned income from employment. With the 

expiration of the statewide waiver in 2017, nearly 200,000 SNAP recipients in Illinois could 

be subject to time limits on SNAP eligibility if they are unable to find employment that put 

their well-being at risk. Many SNAP recipients participating in SNAP E&T Programs are likely 

to face barriers to employment including living in poverty; low educational attainment; being 

at-risk of homelessness or living in unstable housing; a limited work history; and behavioral 

and mental health issues. Single adults who head SNAP households with young children 

may also struggle to secure affordable childcare. SNAP ABAWDs in particular face significant 

barriers to employment. SNAP ABAWDs tend to be extremely poor and lack basic reading, 

writing, and numeracy skills. Available data show that SNAP ABAWDs are also likely to have 

criminal records, a significant barrier to employment. We highly recommend that Illinois 

prioritize individuals who are newly facing expiring SNAP time limits for workforce services. 

Given the likelihood that these populations will have significant barriers to employment, we 

highly recommend that Illinois implement workforce strategies and supports that reflect best 

and promising practices.  

 

Leverage Governor’s Discretionary Funds to Implement Innovative Workforce, Education, 

and Training Programs for Individuals Facing Barriers to Employment: WIOA allows 

Governors to reserve some state funds to support state-funded projects. Historically, these 

funds have supported the implementation of career pathways, bridge programs, sector 

initiatives, and other innovative workforce approaches. In Illinois these resources can be 

used to implement initiatives that build on evidence-based and promising practices to serve 

jobseekers facing barriers through underutilized strategies; to serve populations who have 

historically made up a smaller share of the overall population served by the public workforce 

system; and/or to partner strategically with other public systems to maximize available 

employment and support services on behalf of jobseekers facing barriers. We recommend 

that Illinois consider how it can leverage these resources to implement innovative 

approaches such as the strategies discussed in this policy brief.  

 

We believe the above recommendations will provide for a more successful implementation 

of WIOA that captures its spirit and intent of the law to promote income mobility for all 

Illinoisans.  The recommendations set forth here add clarification and guidance in directing 

regions and providers to target workforce training investments to disadvantaged 

communities facing the largest employment barriers. This will expand access to well-paying 

jobs and careers for low-income communities and communities of color, ensuring that every 

Illinoisan has a fair chance to contribute and thrive, while maximizing economic outcomes 

for the state. 

  

We thank you for your commitment and leadership to this work and respectfully ask for your 

support of these important recommendations as this plan moves forward.  Questions or 

concerns regarding this letter can be addressed to Kimberly Drew, Senior Project Manage -

Economic Security Policy at Heartland Alliance at 312.870.4948 or 

kdrew@heartlandalliance.org.  

  

 

http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/fostering_success_for_people_facing_barriers_to_employment_through_snap_employment_and_trainingpromising_employment_program_models_practices_and_principles_for_snap_et_participants_facing_barriers_to_employment
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/fostering_success_for_people_facing_barriers_to_employment_through_snap_employment_and_trainingpromising_employment_program_models_practices_and_principles_for_snap_et_participants_facing_barriers_to_employment
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resource/maximizing_discretionary_dollars_how_the_governors_wioa_discretionary_fund_can_serve_adults_and_youth_facing_barriers_to_employment
mailto:kdrew@heartlandalliance.org


7 
 

                                                           
i Freely, J., Clymer, C., Conway, M., & Schwartz, D. (2010). Tuning in to local labor markets: Findings from the Sectoral 
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