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Twenty-two thousand people were unemployed in Richmond in September, according to the Virginia Employment Commission.

We economists often concentrate on the aggregates without considering the plight of the individuals who make up those numbers.

So recently, my business partner and I spent the afternoon at the Richmond Career Advancement Center to learn what the federal and state governments are doing to help people transition back to work. I was impressed.

First, some background on the Richmond Career Advancement Center. It is a one-stop center located at 201 W. Broad St. There are more than nine one-stop centers in the Richmond-Petersburg metropolitan area.

Seventeen local areas offer career-center services in the state. Their mission statements vary, but the overriding theme is to help people get back to work by giving them the support they need. They are nonprofit organizations funded by the federal government under the Workforce Investment Act of 1998.

In an attempt to understand the one-stop process, I went through the system as if I were a single mom who had just lost her job after several years' experience working in restaurants.

My business partner assumed the role of an MBA just laid off from a bank where she was a financial analyst.

	
	


We were treated the same in separate meetings with Lynn Brookshire, a resource center specialist. First, Brookshire explained the system. Twenty computers were available for our use to create a resume, research where the jobs are, apply online and learn more about the job market.

Don't know how to use a computer? Brookshire set up a meeting for me to learn those skills with one of the partnering organizations.

Don't have a resume? Brookshire gave me an appointment with another one of the partnering organizations that would help me write it. Don't have a phone or Internet account? The center provides a temporary voice mail and e-mail account.

We were each encouraged to attend a job club meeting that occurs every Tuesday at 10 a.m. We also learned that Infineon Technologies would be at the Career Advancement Center tomorrow to talk about career opportunities and accept applications. It was one of the many job fairs that take place monthly.

All of this was delivered in a professional and compassionate manner at no cost to the unemployed worker.

Both of us were asked to fill out a data collection form before meeting with Valaryee Mitchell, one of the center's plan managers, who would determine if we needed additional resources from the center. Similar to the process that Mitchell goes through each day with two or three other people, she helped me (the fictitious single-mom restaurant cashier) to think beyond my current job because my wages were barely enough to make ends meet.

I came to the center hoping to find another restaurant needing a cashier but when I learned that my situation was such that the center would provide funds for training and child-care support, I considered my talents and asked about bookkeeping.

Once Mitchell judged that I could find a job in Richmond after getting the training to be a bookkeeper, she explained the funding for training and child care would continue on a semester-by-semester basis contingent upon my academic standing and progression through the curriculum.

I was soon to become one of the 100 or so people she is currently tracking. In a second meeting with Mitchell, she created a service plan for me that ranged from identifying education goals, job goals, challenges, and next steps. Once again, all of this was delivered without any cost to the unemployed worker.

The fictitious financial analyst met with Mitchell hoping to obtain funding to get a degree in chemistry that would enable her to work in the pharmaceutical industry. We learned that the center was quick to help the cashier because of her low wages and lack of marketable skills.

The much stronger skill set of the financial analyst meant she first had to show the center that she could not obtain another job in her current field before considering the need to retrain. At that, the financial analyst went to the center's computer resources and began sending out resumes.

In one afternoon in the Richmond Career Center, we learned that a career center is like a staging area helping people work through unemployment in an environment that challenges them to think beyond their current circumstances.

Gary Fletcher, executive director, Richmond Workforce Investment Board, said many times he has seen clients "come without a goal and leave with a sense of what they want to do."

But the center doesn't do all the work. Fletcher often tells the participants of the job networking session: "We're here to help push you along, but you need to do the work."

Tying the one-stop centers back to the big economic picture, it appears that these centers help to reduce the unemployment rate, shorten the unemployment cycle time, and encourage upward mobility.
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