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A Grassroots Approach
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as fine tune the community trajectory. Communities
have the power to go beyond “what was” and design a
future that “could be.” This may be an opportune
time to rethink local realities and create a new path
with more options for skill development and ulti-
mately business growth and diversity.

The Process: Three Basic Steps

From a community perspective, the idea may seem
daunting. Where does one start? But a closer look at
workforce development reveals three foundational
components. The steps are distinct, locally driven and
also purposefully interconnected. They include: 1)
bring together key community partners to inventory
current assets and opportunities and develop a local
workforce plan that incorporates realistic strategic
actions; 2) integral to the plan, create and incorporate
methods to expand career exploration and develop-
ment that resonate with both the current local adult
and future youth workforce participants; and 3) once
these are outlined, leverage both public and private
financial support to help activate the plan.

The purpose of the process would be to offer smaller
and possibly overlooked communities, specifically
minority and rural communities, some ideas to re-
energize their business economy and corresponding
workforce in a way that opens up future opportunities
in a post-COVID 19 world. The grassroots or bottom
up foundational three-step approach can be drafted
immediately — it should be a pathway designed by
the community for the community. Having a plan of
action that emerges from local aspirations and assets
creates a roadmap for a desired future, given new op-
portunities and possible constraints post COVID. As
resources become more available, the community will
be ready to take advantage of them to strengthen their
plan and move forward with their actions at a more
accelerated rate.

Connected to Research, Practical Application and
Personal Passion

These ideas are the culmination of a final project de-
veloped by three graduate students enrolled in a
workforce development online course linked to a
community development certificate program at the
University of Nebraska. The timing of the course, late
spring 2020, overlapped with the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Merging the course content with the realities of
the current economy generated discussions with a

sense of urgency and purpose. The three compo-
nents lifted up by the students as areas of interest
were woven together to offer a basic grassroots
community approach to workforce development.
Although primarily designed for small rural or mi-
nority urban locations, the components and pro-
cess are the workforce building blocks for a wide
variety of situations.

The first component, bring community partners
together, offers a way to identify local assets and
opportunities in a changing environment. Com-
munities will need to engage in hard conversations
on the types of actions that should be undertaken
in both the short and long term. Having the right
partners around the table with a focus on both the
immediate and the future will take keen group
leadership skills as noted by the student author.
Second, and fundamental to any workforce devel-
opment plan, is a renewed look at career explora-
tion and development. The student author of this
segment chose to look at a specific workforce sec-
tor, sports, as a way to think about hidden and di-
verse employment opportunities that youth may
not realize are available. Although the example
highlights the sports sector, many employment are-
as fall victim to this same dilemma. We only think
about employment opportunities in the professions
that we see. We cannot comprehend the support
or back-office jobs that enable them. In addition,
the author lifts up some of the barriers and obsta-
cles that are present as they pursue sports as a
pathway to career development. Third, and critical-
ly important, are ways to leverage both public and
private community financial support to put a plan
into action. Here the student author connected
with a workforce success story in rural Arkansas
and investigated how the funding streams came
together and included both the reasoning behind
the support and the process and players that were
needed to make it happen. A more detailed discus-
sion of each of these components can be found in
the final project. https://agecon.unl.edu/
workforce-development-post-covid-world-
grassroots-approach-2020

Moving Forward

Communities have never been here before - no one
knows exactly what economic recovery will look
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like in the months ahead. But we do have past work-
force history, resources, observations and insights to
draw upon as we position ourselves for the future.
For this particular workforce project, the Federal Re-
serve Bank of Atlanta’s, Investing in America’s Work-
force three book publication series (2018) provided key
data and varying professional insights. In addition,
the students framed each component based on their
past individual and community experiences. Blending
outside resources with personal insights may be the
norm as we consciously or unconsciously try to make
the best possible decisions in this shifting economic
landscape.

The intent of this project was to create a basic grass-
roots workforce process, especially for niche locations
like smaller rural communities or urban neighbor-
hoods, in a post-COVID environment. It is hoped
that this process and unique economic timing sparks
community workforce discussions that go beyond the
present realities of “what was” to a future of increased
business growth and diversity of “what could be.”
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