DEVELOPMENT BOARD
A

Annual Report for Calendar Year 2024

This year’s report highlights activities undertaken and lessons learned by the Berks County Workforce Devel-
opment Board (WDB) throughout calendar year 2024.

Top Three Accomplishments for 2024

A. 2024 PA CareerLink® Berks County Job Fairs —=Two exceptionally well attended job fairs were conducted
in Berks County during calendar year 2024. Our Spring 2024 Job Fair was held on Monday, May 13, 2024,
at the DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel Reading. 1,752 job seekers were in attendance to meet with the 118
participating employers and other exhibitors. This was the largest number of employers and training part-
ners to participate in a one-stop sponsored job fair in PA CareerlLink® Berks County history and the 6™ high-
est number of job seekers to attend a Berks one-stop job fair event. (*Note - the only local job fairs drawing
larger crowds were held between 2008-2012, sometimes referred to as the “Great Recession.”) Based on
the results gathered through surveys of job seekers and participating vendors, all parties were delighted
with the event.

The Fall 2024 Job Fair took place on Monday, October 14, 2024 with another great turnout. 1,096 job
seekers visited the DoubleTree Reading to participate in the event and met with the 89 exhibitors in at-
tendance. As with the Spring Job Fair, job seeker and participating employer event surveys yielded ex-
tremely favorable attendee expectations results with average satisfaction ratings in the “Exceptional”
range received from participating employers and job seekers alike.

Our understanding, based on feedback from the PA Department of Labor & Industry’s (L&I’s) Bureau of
Workforce Partnership Operations (BWPQ) leadership team, is that these were the two most highly at-
tended and successful PA CareerLink® job fairs across the Commonwealth in 2024. Clearly, these two
events advanced the Commonwealth’s WIOA Combined State Plan Goal #2 for employer engagement and
given the proficiency of our PA CareerLink® Berks County staff and partners in serving job seekers with
barriers to employment (including English Language Learners and adults with disabilities), both events also
publicly demonstrated local best practices aligned with the Commonwealth’s WIOA Combined State Plan
Goal #5 regarding barrier remediation and Goal #6 aimed at reducing workforce shortages in key indus-
tries.

B. PA Career Link® Day 2024 - On Tuesday September 10™, 2024 the PA CareerLink® Berks County held its
annual PA CareerlLink® Day event, bringing the public into our one-stop location to learn first-hand about
one-stop education attainment, career counseling, and employment placement services available and
meet local employers. It was a great success with 446 individuals attending, the most attendees the Berks
County one-stop has ever had for such a public event. Four local employers provided exhibit tables with
recruitment information: the County of Berks, East Penn Manufacturing Company, Sweet Street Desserts,
and Sunsweet Growers Inc. These excellent employers were joined by eleven community-based organiza-
tion agencies partnering in a Resource Fair to provide information on a wide-ranging consortium of com-
munity resources. The entire event was broadcast live on radio station Loud 98.5. The Berk County WDB
greatly appreciates the additional funding we received from L&I to help make this such a successful com-
munity event. As with our 2024 Job Fairs, our 2024 PA CareerLink® Day event advanced the Common-
wealth’s WIOA Combined State Plan Goal #2 for employer engagement, Goal #5 regarding barrier remedi-
ation, and Goal #6 aimed at reducing workforce shortages in key industries.



Building an Inclusive Workforce Guide for Individuals with Disabilities — Since 2017, the Berks County
Workforce Development Board (WDB) has prioritized organizational and funding support to assist the ef-
forts of employers to recruit, retain and advance employment opportunities for local residents with disa-
bilities. We pursue this goal by providing employers with educational opportunities, resources, and infor-
mation through collaboration with other regional organizations. We regularly sponsor special events de-
signed to facilitate understanding of the barriers to employment faced by individuals with disabilities and
practical steps that employers can take to enhance their ability to achieve goals related to recruitment,
retention, and advancement of persons with disabilities in the workforce.

For example, in March of 2023, the WDB sponsored a highly successful virtual regional Employer Sympo-
sium that provided education to local and regional employers in support of the recruitment, retention, and
advancement of employees with disabilities. Based on feedback from employers participating in the Sym-
posium, the WDB elected to develop a resource guide to be utilized by local employers to assist with their
efforts to improve their hiring and advancing of individuals with disabilities. In 2024, the WDB tasked a
committee with developing a shareable regional resource guide for use by both employers and services
providers in the community with expertise in assisting adults with disabilities. The guide includes the fol-
lowing, but is not limited to:

v Currently, English versions are published with large print. A Spanish language version of the re-
source guide for employers is under development.

v" Tips on accommodation, retention methodologies, and local referral, recruitment and employ-
ment services dedicated to empowering individuals with disabilities to secure and sustain com-
petitive, integrated employment with regional employers.

v' Contact information for agencies that are serving jobseekers in our community with appropriate
resources, such as Berks Personnel Network, Service Access Management (SAM), Goodwill, Abili-
ties in Motion (AIM), our district Office of Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR), and others.

v" Comprehensive employer guidance on tax credits and business incentives available to employers.

The PA CareerLink® Berks County Business Services Team (BST) has been assigned responsibility for the
distribution of the guide to the greater Berks County business community through their extensive em-
ployer network. A tool was developed for intelligence /implementation follow-up with employer feedback
to be captured by the BST during the remainder of program year 2024 and reported back to the WDB on a
quarterly basis. As of the close of calendar year 2024, the BST has sent the guide to over 100 employers
and is currently conducting r follow-up conversations with individual employers. This unique multi-year
regional initiative is particularly focused on substantially advancing the Commonwealth’s WIOA Combined
State Plan Goal #2 for employer engagement and Goal #5 regarding barrier remediation.

Top Three Stories/Testimonials

Christopher — Christopher faced numerous challenges while unemployed and as the sole provider for a
family of four. He attended Welcome Orientation at the PA CareerLink® Berks County on June 11, 2024,
after seeing a flyer that outlined the services we provide. Following his attendance, he completed his pre-
application for our WIOA Title | Adult/Dislocated Worker (A/DW) Program and met with his case manager
on July 9, 2024, for eligibility determination. During this initial appointment, Christopher’s case manager
provided him with an overview of the comprehensive services and assistance available to him. Christopher
understood the commitment required for success and agreed to follow through with his responsibilities in
the program. An individualized plan was created, tailored to his goals, and a copy was provided to him.

Employment opportunities that Christoper could pursue were discussed along with potential training op-
tions available to him. Christopher expressed a strong desire to obtain his Heavy Equipment Operator cer-
tification and CDL A license, noting that he had already been in contact with local employers who were
interested in hiring him once he secured these valuable credentials. Having been unemployed since
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January 2024, Christopher certainly faced significant challenges in securing family-sustaining employment
commensurate with his prior employment experience with contractors in the construction field, where he
developed valuable skills in office design, electrical, HVAC, and plumbing.

After completing “Success Starts Here” workshops and assessments at the PA CareerLink® Berks County,
Christopher received an Individual Training Account (ITA) application. He attended Job Club and worked
diligently to complete his training application. Throughout this process, Christopher consistently met with
his case manager and a PA CareerLink® Berks County employment specialist for support in completing the
training application. Following an extensive review of the Eligible Training Provider List (ETPL) and discus-
sions with provider representatives, Christopher decided to attend Lehigh Career & Technical Institute
(LCTI) for the Heavy Equipment Operator program and commenced training in October 2024, completing
the following month. In advance of his ITA-approved LCTI training, he had enrolled in the CDL A training
program at the same institution, paid for it independently, and completed it before the start of his WIOA
funded training. While attending training, Christopher simultaneously conducted a job search and success-
fully secured employment that would begin once his training was completed.

Throughout this journey, Christopher maintained consistent communication with the staff and expressed
gratitude for the financial support that helped him to gain his credentials. This success story highlights the
participant’s commitment, dedication, and the support provided by the PA CareerLink® Berks County WIOA
Title | Adult/Dislocated Worker Team.

Amanda — Amanda started her journey in our Young Adult program on June 27, 2024 as a single parent
and high school drop-out. She was looking to obtain her High School Equivalency (HSE) diploma and work
experience through our paid work program. This combination would allow Amanda to provide for her
young child and improve her current living situation.

Amanda first focused on the academics, working diligently in class each day with our two PA CareerLink®
Berks County Young Adult program instructors to learn concepts and topics that would allow her to pass
the HSE diploma tests. To get started, Amanda completed her ACT® WorkKeys® assessment on July 5, 2024,
and successfully attained a Bronze level certification. This enabled Amanda to now focus on the four main
academic subjects for her HSE.

In August, Amanda inquired about our paid work experience program. In addition to working toward her
HSE, Amanda needed to focus on developing a career pathway and earning a steady income. After consul-
tation with our paid work coordinator, Amanda was scheduled for an interview at Berks Encore. Berks
Encore is a well-regarded non-profit Senior Activity and Services Center provider of activities and programs
for the well-being and support of the elderly. This position would allow her to work three days a week
while attending class twice a week, resulting in a win-win! Amanda aced the interview and started as an
Administrative Assistant through paid work on August 22, 2024. Program staff worked closely with
Amanda to ensure that she was able to successfully balance both her education and employment.

Working and attending class was indeed a hurdle, but Amanda persevered with both as she still had her
Science and Math officials remaining to pass for her HSE. She was able to pass Science on October 1, 2024,
and next collaborated with our instructors to focus on Math, which traditionally is the most challenging of
the four officials for many adults and young adults. Amanda’s paid work placement continued to go well,
and she received positive remarks on all evaluation forms. Her supervisor shared that Amanda was a quick
learner and always brought a positive and cooperative attitude to work.

Her classroom efforts paid off as Amanda passed her Math official on November 14, 2024, and successfully
earned her HSE. As a bonus, when her paid work placement hours ended on November 27, 2024, she was
offered full-time employment at Berks Encore. These two successes, both within two weeks of each other,
showed what hard work and dedication can lead to when combined with effective support. Amanda
started full-time at Berks Encore on December 2", 2024 and maintains employment there to this day.



Amanda’s story is one of many that demonstrate how the Young Adult Program at the PA CareerLink®
Berks County changes lives and sets the stage for future career success. As a result of Amanda’s participa-
tion in this program and her personal commitment, Amanda was able to further her education while earn-
ing a steady income through program employment. She is now able to provide a better life for her son.

Meghan - Meghan enrolled in the Employment Advancement and Retention Network (EARN) Program with
multiple barriers to successful employment. She had very little employment experience/skills, low self-
esteem, and lacked transportation. Meghan was initially quite timid and took some time to open up to the
staff. Once she felt safe discussing her occupational goals with her case manager, she started working
effectively with the rest of the team. Eventually, Meghan revealed that her lack of work history was due
to a learning disability. She was constantly let go from jobs for not following through with assigned tasks
or taking longer than expected.

Meghan maintained perfect attendance in the EARN Program. She showed up to all the activities and
earned incentives for participation. Meghan completed the Customer Service Certification and earned her
first certificate. Meghan then went on and completed over 140 online SkillUp™PA training sessions, demon-
strating her renewed passion for learning and growth. Meghan worked closely with her case manager, and
they agreed to seek additional supportive services through our district Office of Vocational Rehabilitation
(OVR), a PA CareerLink® Berks County partner. OVR was able to offer Meghan important additional assis-
tance as needed.

Soon after, Meghan expressed interest and readiness to move to the next level. Our EARN team helped
her find a valuable community service assignment with the Salvation Army. The first week wasn’t easy but
the Salvation Army staff made her feel included. By the second week, Meghan became remarkably profi-
cient, worked on her own and completed all assigned tasks on time. After the assignment ended, all the
feedback about her performance was positive. She gained confidence and started applying for regular em-
ployment.

With assistance from the EARN Program, Meghan found employment in 2024 with the Berks County Inter-
mediate Unit (BCIU) as a Pre-School Assistant and Teacher’s Aide, earning $14.15 per hour. Subsequently,
her cash assistance closed due to income from employment, and she recently informed us that she re-
ceived an increase to $16.25 an hour. Meghan will meet her one-year retention period April 2025.

Meghan’s story is different from many other EARN participants as she continues to navigate her learning
disability, but she doesn’t let it stand in her way. It may take some time and patience, but with her dedica-
tion and given the right path and support, Meghan will continue her way to success.

Challenges

TANF Youth Funding — Historically, the Berks County WDB annually received sufficient TANF Youth Funding
from the Pennsylvania Department of Human Services (DHS) to competitively procure two separate con-
tracts for In-School Youth (ISY) work experience — (1) a larger year-round contract for low-income youth
and a (2) a smaller summer work experience contract for high school students with disabilities. Unfortu-
nately, due to substantial reductions in our TANF Youth funding over the past few years, the WDB is no
longer able to support both programs. As a result, we were forced to end funding the summer work expe-
rience contract for high school students with disabilities in Summer 2024. Given the ongoing increased
costs per individual participants, unless we receive increased TANF Youth funding going forward, we will
see a continued erosion in the number of deserving youths served by our one remaining year-round em-
ployment program for low-income youth.

Serving Reentry Youth - In 2019, the Berks County WDB was awarded a Youth Reentry Demonstration
Grant that soon faced enormous enrollment challenges resulting from the raging COIVD-19 pandemic. In
applying for the subsequent PY2023 Youth Reentry Notice of Grant Availability opportunity, the Berks
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County WDB was anxious to have a second opportunity to serve this uniquely challenging population in
Berks County. Effective outreach to identify and engage eligible young adults with criminal justice system
involvement for services under grant and/or WIOA dual-enrollment services became the priority. As of the
end of December 2024, through inter-organizational referrals and self-identifying candidates, 1,193 indi-
viduals were informed about the program, however, the inability to translate this extensive outreach to
actual enrolment still leaves the program participation level below the anticipated grant outcome goals.

Should the Department of Labor & Industry choose to issue a similar Youth Reentry NGA in the future, the
Berks WDB would welcome PA Workforce Development Board, (PA WDB). PA Department of Labor & In-
dustry (L&I), PA Parole Board and/or PA Dept. of Corrections (PA DOC) collaboration in the announcement,
promotion, and implementation of mutually endorsed grants, targeted to these 18-24 year old justice-
affected youth reentrants. Such a coordinated statewide approach could help us, locally and collectively
statewide, to alert and engage with reinforcement, those Pennsylvania Academic, Career and Technical
Training (PACTT) Alliance affiliates and probation systems in coordinated outreach efforts to eligible
reentry youth as well as those agencies that they are connected with. This could help us create a “win-
win” scenario for many more young adults to return to productive lives in our communities through access
to available supports for educational attainment, employment services, and lifestyle mentoring that can
be available under these grant-funded opportunities.

Promising Practices

PA CareerLink® Digital Media Producer — This unique position, established within our PA CareerLink® Berks
County, increases the one-stop center’s public profile through effective digital media outreach and com-
munication efforts. Through the optimal use of digital platforms and the creation of engaging content, the
producer helps attract a broader audience of job seekers and employers, ensuring they are aware of avail-
able services and opportunities. The role contributes to building a strong online presence and innovatively
providing vital information to various demographic and employer groups. Additionally, this position cre-
ates staff development content and video tutorials that assist customers lacking in digital literacy and tak-
ing advantage of services. Through these varied and professionally mastered productions, the Digital Me-
dia Producer strengthens the center’s connection with job seekers and employers, including the one-stop
center’s eleven thousand Facebook followers, in driving interest and successful outcomes, thereby sup-
porting the mission of PA CareerLink® Berks County.

Expansion of the Berks County Dream Team - In 2024, the Berks County WDB continued its commitment
to career readiness initiatives in support our 70,000 K-12 students as they prepare for attractive career
opportunities that await them here in the communities where they are growing up. In 2024, the Berks
County WDB successfully leveraged Business Education Partnership (BEP) V and VI Grant funds to support
our sub-grantee, the Manufacturers Resource Center (MRC), in collaboration with our Berks County Inter-
mediate Unit (BCIU), for the expansion of the PA Dream Team-Berks County. This best practice program
introduces K-12th grade students to the value of technical training and Science, Technology, Engineering
and Math (STEM) education leading to the many career opportunities available in modern manufacturing.
Our local PA Dream Team is comprised of young adult professionals in a variety of STEM-related careers at
area manufacturers who are coached in relating, in a youth-conscious experiential way, their personal ca-
reer path stories in the classroom, and other venues throughout the school year, to educate and excite
students about wide-ranging manufacturing careers, STEM curricula, and technical education opportuni-
ties that are available. Young professionals in STEM Careers working at area manufacturers are recruited,
onboarded, and trained to share their education, career, and life stories with K-12 students through
presentation materials and project-based learning activities.

The 2024 PA Dream Team Berks makeup has grown from its initial cadre of ten members to the current
cohort of twenty diverse young professional volunteers from thirteen participating Berks County manufac-
turers. Plans are to grow the team membership to thirty in Program Year 2025 in order to accommodate

5



increasing Berks County school district requests. Ongoing requests encompass multiple classroom presen-
tations, community appearances and Career & Technology Education (CTE) provider open houses. The
fourth year of the Dream Team Berks program launched with outreach to all 18 Berks County School Dis-
tricts at the end of August 2024. By the end of September 2024, educator requests for classroom presen-
tations reached 100 and, as an early indicator of the appeal of this PA Department of Education (PDE)
aligned Chapter 339 career awareness initiative, this number is anticipated to grow exponentially through-
out the remainder of the 2024/2025 school year and beyond. Between October 1 and December 31, 2024
alone, the Berks County team presented in 52 classrooms and participated at 7 community events, includ-
ing 2 ESL presentations, totaling a reach of 2,345 students. Solely within the first half of the 2024/2025
school year, the PA Dream Team-Berks County has presented to 3,000+ students. Since our initial Program
Year 2022 funding support for the PA Dream Team Berks, more than 300 presentations have been made
by the PA Dream Team Berks touching over 12,000 Berks County students, as well as their parents/guard-
ians and educators.

Request for Additional State Guidance

Partner Program Income — The Berks County WDB generates program income on behalf of our PA Career-
Link® Partners. This program income is then used to cover shared partners costs that were not included or
anticipated for the annual PA CareerLink® Operating Budget. Since WIOA is a partner, the Berks County
WDB has always calculated and reported the WIOA partner portion on our monthly financial status reports.
However, this program income follows different requirements than program generated program income
as it may only be used for shared partners costs and does not have to be expended until June 30" each
year.

Over the last 5 years, there have been multiple conversations relating to the proper way of reporting Part-
ner Program Income on the monthly financial status reports, which has resulted in some inconsistent guid-
ance and misunderstandings. The Berks County WDB is requesting assistance in determining and docu-
menting the appropriate reporting method for Partner program income moving forward.



