“Extreme Makeover, Workforce Edition”  Program

The “Extreme Makeover, Workforce Edition” is a program that touches on workforce readiness, community relations, diversity, education and professional development that is readily transferable to other SHRM affiliates.
The Toledo Area Human Resource Association (TAHRA) has teamed up with Ohio Rehabilitation Services Commission (ORSC), a state agency that provides vocational rehabilitation (VR) services to help people with disabilities, in an effort to bring together organizations with employment opportunities and an untapped group of candidates eager to work.  These individuals are able to be gainfully employed yet unable to find employment due to limited networking opportunities and lack of understanding within the business community.  
TAHRA’s goal is to build social awareness, create strategic alignment to address the impending labor shortage, and improve employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities.  We are accomplishing this by educating, breaking down barriers, and bringing both groups together to close a gap between employers, ORSC job seekers, and ORSC folks who assist them in their job search.  
To date, our initiative has included a series of sessions designed to educate and increase awareness among TAHRA members (potential employers) about the services ORSC provides and the qualified candidates that exists within.  The sessions were also designed to further develop the job seeking skills for the ORSC staff and its clients.  Our sessions included panel discussions, a resume-writing workshop, a mock interview session and a job fair exclusively held for ORSC clients.  

More specifically, panel discussions were held between TAHRA’s HR professionals, ORSC job developers, who work one-on-one to help place ORSC clients, and ORSC clients.  The goals of the panel discussions were to assist job developers gain a better understanding of employment processes and strategies utilized today so they could more readily assist their clients, and to allow the clients in consultation with their job developers to speak one-on-one with TAHRA volunteers and to ask questions specific to their situation.  
The resume-writing workshop provided TAHRA members the opportunity to review clients’ resumes and make suggestions to the job developers related to structure and content.  Each TAHRA member met with small groups of 2-3 job developers.  Job developers had the opportunity to ask pointed questions related to creating effective resumes and cover letters to assist clients in landing interviews and gaining necessary access to potential employers.
Another developmental opportunity was a mock interview session with ORSC clients.   TAHRA members conducted 15-minute mock interviews with each client, providing them valuable feedback and the opportunity to practice their interviewing skills.  A summary session was provided at the end so that the clients could learn important techniques from each other as well.  While TAHRA volunteers were interviewing one group of clients, the other clients had the opportunity to view a video “More Than A Gut Feeling.”  This video gave the clients insight to interviewing from an employer’s perspective. 

Our capstone event was a job fair specifically designed to bring ORSC clients together with northwest Ohio employers.  At ORSC’s suggestion, TAHRA invited a target group of employers with current job opportunities in the service sector to more closely align with the abilities of the clients.  ORSC communicated the opportunity to its job seekers and their job developers.  The job fair began with a one-hour training session to assist employers in communicating effectively with persons with disabilities.   Prior to connecting job seekers with the employers, Susan Rowe, a Staff Assistant from Congresswoman Marcy Kaptur’s office, delivered a keynote message thanking the employers and the ORSC clients for forging the way.  The job fair ensued allowing over 100 clients to meet with 10 specifically selected, local employers to discuss job openings, to share resumes, and to pave the way for further interviews and opportunities.  To date, seven (7) clients have been hired as a result of the job fair.  The event was co-sponsored by TAHRA and ORSC.  TAHRA was awarded a $1,000 Special Initiative Award from the Ohio State Council to help fund our events with ORSC. 
Goal development and plans are underway to continue our program into 2008 and to share with other states and their respective RSC programs, as this is easily replicable and extremely worthwhile.  Next, we plan to create an employment guide to include tips and tools to survive and succeed in today’s job market.
Through the “Extreme Makeover, Workforce Edition” initiative we were able to provide opportunities for development and sharing between ORSC and TAHRA members.  More importantly, persons with disabilities were connected to employers with job openings and found gainful employment.  The feedback received from each of our sessions was very positive from the client and employer perspectives.  In addition, we created community awareness with articles published in “The Toledo Business Journal”, a Toledo local newspaper that reaches over 39,000 business owners and senior executives at companies throughout northwest Ohio and southeast Michigan, and “ORSC Newsnet”, a print subscription reaching over 21,361 employers, chambers and all state legislators.  The significance of our initiative was acknowledged in the keynote address at the job fair from our Congresswoman’s office.  Our local ABC affiliate television station gave our job fair airtime as well.  We have built a model that can be replicated, but easily adapted if needed, for other markets.

