
DATE:            Thursday, January 28, 2016 

TO:                  Legislative Colleagues 

FROM:            Senator Julie Lassa 

RE:                  Co-sponsorship of LRB-1388, re: increasing funding for grants to provide skills 

enhancement services, modifying eligibility requirements for receiving services 

funded by those grants, and making an appropriation 

DEADLINE:  Friday, February 5, 2016        

  

Wisconsin Community Action Program's  Skills Enhancement Program (SEP) improves the 

incomes of low-wage workers in Wisconsin by providing them with educational opportunities to 

get the skills they need to obtain better paying jobs with benefits.  

  

Skills Enhancement emphasizes short-term, demand-driven, job-focused post-secondary training, 

mainly at community and technical colleges.  SEP helps participants – 92% of whom are low-

income parents – overcome barriers to education by providing financial assistance to help pay 

tuition and fees, child care, and transportation to attend classes.  Staff provides comprehensive 

case management, and works with participants to develop individualized training goals that 

reflect their interests, aptitudes and local job opportunities.  

  

In the five years since state and federal funds became available, 389 participants have completed 

training.  Within nine months of completing training, 300 graduates (77%) report getting new 

jobs that pay $3.26 more per hour on average and earn an average of $9,629 more in annual 

income – a 79% increase.  Skills graduates are conservatively projected to earn $340,000 more 

on average during their working lifetimes.  Skills graduates also report over a four-fold increase 

in access to employer-sponsored health care (rising from 10% before to 51% after graduation). 

As earnings increase, they pay more in income and sales tax and rely less on public resources. 

  

Despite the significant impact this program has had on our state, current state GPR funding has 

remained at $250,000/year, which provides just $15,000 per agency.  This isn't sufficient to 

engage full-time staff or provide services in every county.  LRB-1388 increases the annual 

appropriation to $500,000 to enable Community Action Agencies to serve more low-wage 

workers, expand services to more counties, improve staffing levels and increase retention rates. 

  

WISCAP estimates an additional $250,000 would enable 340 more participants to complete 

training over 5 years – of which 270 (79%) would be expected to obtain new jobs within nine 

months of graduation.  By 2021 their increased earnings are projected to cumulatively total 

nearly $6 million – 5 times more than the state's investment.  By 2026, the increased earnings of 

these same graduates are projected to cumulatively total nearly $19 million – 15 times the 

original investment.  And every year these graduates remain in the workforce, the return on 

investment will continue to increase. 

  

In addition to modestly increasing the annual funding for Skills Enhancement grants, LRB-1388 

also slightly modifies the eligibility requirement to ensure more low-income workers can access 

this program.  Currently, applicants must work at least 20 hours a week and earn income at or 

below 150 percent of the poverty line. Because many applicants work around 17 hours, and earn 

slightly more than the current standard, this bill will allow individuals who work a minimum of 



15 hours a week and whose income makes them eligible for other programs operated by the 

Community Action Agency.   

  

If you have any questions or would like to co-sponsor this legislation, please reply to this email 

or call Danielle in my office at 266-3123 by Friday, February 5. 

  

  

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
This bill increases funding for skills enhancement grants for community action agencies and 

changes the eligibility requirement for the services provided under those grants. 

Under current law, a community action agency approved by the secretary of children and 

families and by the legislative body of the local governmental unit serviced by the community 

action agency is required to develop and implement programs designed to serve persons whose 

income is at or below 125 percent of the poverty line.  Those programs may include provisions 

that will help those persons secure and retain employment, improve their education, and secure 

needed transportation, among other things.  Current law also appropriates money to the 

Department of Children and Families (DCF) and requires DCF to distribute grants to community 

action agencies to provide, to individuals who work at least 20 hours per week and whose earned 

income is at or below 150 percent of the poverty line, a program of skills enhancement that must 

include access to transportation, child care, career counseling, job placement assistance, and 

financial support for education and training (skills enhancement grants). 

  

This bill increases the funding during the 2015−17 biennium for skills enhancement grants.  The 

bill also requires a community action agency that receives a skills enhancement grant to provide 

skills enhancement services to individuals who work at least 15 hours per week and whose 

earned income would make the individuals eligible for any other program operated by the 

community action agency. 

  

For further information see the state fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an appendix to this 

bill. 

  
 


