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Job training is critical to assure businesses have trained labor pool and workers’ skills remain relevant to the current economy. Many workers and job seekers with low skills and low educational attainment need job training programs to improve their employment opportunities and earn incomes that provide financial security. 

In 2001 the Maryland General Assembly created the Skills-Based Training for Employment Promotion (STEP) pilot program that provided training for incumbent workers for new opportunities and helped employers fill critical jobs. This program was targeted to low-wage entry-level workers and was designed to help people move out of poverty while filling jobs that had high vacancy rates. Employers who participated in the program provided financial and institutional support for their workers, allowing workers time off to participate in training and assisting with expenses for training and/or support services, including childcare and transportation if needed. The employer matched public dollars one-for-one, including in-kind support. Funding was provided to several local workforce investment areas including: Baltimore City, Montgomery County, Prince George’s County, and Southern Maryland. 

STEP participants’ annual incomes increased, on average, $5,800 in Baltimore City and $2,400 in Montgomery County. Many of the workers who received training were in the health care industry, a growth sector with significant labor shortages. Due to cost containment, the STEP program suffered a 50 percent cut in FY 2004. STEP is budgeted to receive no funding in FY 2005.
In 2003 DLLR developed an alternative matching grant program to increase the skills of incumbent workers called Maryland Business Works. Funding for this program comes from a federal incentive award. While Maryland Business Works mimics some of the aspects of the STEP program, it does not target low-income workers. It requires a dollar for dollar match for training expenses and does not allow costs of support services to count as part of the match. So far most of the recipients of Maryland Business Works Funding have used funds for training higher skilled workers. A 2002 national study founds that employers spent the lowest share, only 2 percent, of their training dollars on basic skills training. Public funds should be used to fill the gap in private sector training, not replace expenditures employers are willing to make. 

Given the limited public funds available for worker training programs, we suggest Maryland Business Works be targeted to benefit low-income workers and eligible uses include entry-level training. We suggest that the General Assembly request DLLR to track MD Business Works participants’ outcomes, particularly change in wages, and compare that information to outcomes from the STEP program. DLLR should report to the budget committees whether Maryland Business Works benefits the same population as STEP and if the impact of the training is measurable in terms of increased incomes.

Job Opportunities Task Force is a non-profit organization that works to increase skills, job opportunities and wages for low-income workers and job seekers.

