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I
n recent years, Indiana has gained prominence as a state that recognizes its workforce
challenges – and is making progress in conquering them. 

According to the Indiana Chamber’s, “A Demand Side Strategy to Meet Indiana’s Workforce
Basic Skills Challenge,” an estimated 1.23 million employed Hoosiers have literacy skills
below the minimum standard for successful employment in a knowledge-based economy.
The 2005 study was the first comprehensive analysis of Indiana’s workforce and launched

several related programs.
Ready Indiana, a new initiative formed by the Chamber (the result of a Lilly Endowment

grant and additional support from the Verizon Foundation and Joyce Foundation) will continue
the organization’s commitment to improving workforce literacy.

The Indiana Department of Workforce Development’s (DWD) 21st Century Workplace Skills
Initiative has distributed approximately $1.3 million among 10 grantees to provide basic skills training
to approximately 2,600 Hoosiers. The DWD has created a workplace readiness certificate and plans to
form an office of 21st Century Career Education. The Indiana Department of Education also focuses
several programs on literacy and workforce readiness, including the Adult Education Works initiative.

“I think you have to generate that sense of urgency,” stresses Karen Elzey, senior director of
the Institute for a Competitive Workforce, a program of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. “It’s very
important with this project to have a very clear communication strategy. As part of that communication
strategy, you have to recognize and celebrate when you have milestones – to help keep the momentum
moving forward and the enthusiasm so that people realize that progress is being made.”

Early efforts
Approximately 400 people attended the Chamber’s workforce literacy summit in 2005. Funded

by the Verizon Foundation, it featured successful literacy programs in Indiana and explored how
the state could learn from similar efforts in Kentucky. The Chamber’s next workforce literacy
summit will take place on March 14 in Indianapolis.

“Never before have so many workers needed to understand the technology and to adapt quickly
to its changes,” asserts Gale Given, Great Lakes regional president for Verizon. “Verizon is committed
to literacy programs that change lives, and the Chamber’s workforce initiative focused on strengthening
individuals and the business community is an excellent effort.”

Last summer, the Chamber tackled workforce literacy on a smaller scale. Working with
partners throughout the state, it conducted six regional employer-based workshops.

“I think the (Indiana Chamber) project has really evolved – to get the funding from the Lilly
Endowment to jumpstart the effort and really reach out to those local employers in Indiana,”
Elzey says. “I really see Indiana bringing all the right systems and stakeholders around the table
to impact some systemic change.”

Ready for change
Led by Executive Director Jane Howard, Ready Indiana’s goal is to engage, educate and elevate

Indiana’s workforce. It has been designed as a three-year program that will serve as the ultimate
resource for businesses across the state.

Ready Indiana will team with businesses to create employer-driven programs. It will help them to
develop toolkits that outline strategies for successful programs and the tools needed to measure success.

In addition, it will unveil a web site containing links to training providers, case studies, literacy
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Taking the Initiative
Indiana Rises to Forefront of Workforce Literacy Awareness

“To my knowledge, Indiana is at the forefront in terms of making
digital literacy a basic workplace skill that is expected of workers.”

– Kevin Hollenbeck
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contacts and more – locally, nationally
and internationally. Individuals and
companies can also access additional
information and consult literacy
experts via a Ready Indiana helpline.

“Indiana has the only state chamber leading this effort on a
state level,” remarks Mark Lawrance, Indiana Chamber vice
president of corporate development. “It tends to be more
regional (in other areas). Moving forward, the Chamber will
continue to work with other leading business associations and
leaders to make this happen.”

Howard was a strong and active supporter of the Chamber’s
mission and other literacy efforts through her role at Verizon prior
to joining the Chamber on December 1. Her in-depth knowledge
and passion will allow Ready Indiana to hit the ground running.

“We couldn’t have a better person than Jane to lead these
efforts,” Lawrance states. “We also have advisory councils, with
statewide business leaders and program providers, which will
prove critical to the ultimate success.” 

Statewide models
Kevin Hollenbeck, senior economist and

publications director at the W.E. Upjohn Institute
in Michigan, will evaluate the success of the
DWD’s 21st Century Workplace Skills Initiative.

“To be successful, a site is going to have
to recruit their workers and get them to come
forward and be willing to learn,” he suggests.
“They have to have a good adult education
partner/instructor. The workers have to continue
to stay motivated. A lot of these courses are
40 to 60 hours of instruction. So it’s more than
a college semester in terms of seat time, and
the employers have to support their workers.”

Grantees will report progress to the DWD
several times throughout the demonstration
projects, which will last a maximum of 18 months. They also
will host at least one site visit. 

Although each grantee is launching separate programs, they
have common elements: Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment
System (CASAS) and IC3 tests, WorkKeys assessments and the
potential to earn a 21st Century Workplace Skills Certificate. 

The CASAS portion deals with reading, math, communication,
problem solving, critical thinking, soft skills and computer literacy.
IC3 tests revolve around computer proficiency, while WorkKeys
evaluates middle and upper-level reading and math skills.

Participants earn a gold, silver or bronze certification
level, depending on their performance in each assessment area. 

“The certificate that the state is going to be giving people
is a very interesting concept that not a lot of states are doing,”
Hollenbeck reflects. “The other unique thing about Indiana is
that it’s adding digital literacy to what is required, and to test
literacy or computer literacy they’re using IC3 Internet and
computing core certification. To my knowledge, Indiana is at the
forefront in terms of making digital literacy a basic workplace
skill that is expected of workers.”

College at work
Partnering with Ivy Tech Community

College, Clarian Health is offering workers
an opportunity to join its College at
Work (CAW) program.

The program operates at Clarian, IU Riley and Methodist
hospitals in downtown Indianapolis, as well as other locations in
the city. It helps entry-level employees gain access to college-level
classes and advance their careers. Clarian pays tuition fees.

CAW consists of accelerated Ivy Tech classes required of
college freshmen, including math, reading, communications,
psychology and English. Individuals meet weekly for an average
of eight weeks per class.

Mastering the basics
The Indiana Health Industry Forum (IHIF) received a

$200,000 DWD grant to work with three of its members
whose companies manufacture medical devices. Hill-Rom,
Boston Scientific and Cook Urological are participating in the
Critical Skills training program offered by the IHIF.

Why were these companies selected?
“Some of the rural-based manufacturing may not

receive the kind of attention as those in urban settings,”
contends Mike Brooks, IHIF president and CEO.
“Secondly, if we could identify a manner in which
we could deliver this kind of a program that makes
sense, then it could make sense for others as well.”

After completing a computer assessment, individuals
work with trainers to develop an individual training
plan. Workers devote approximately two sessions, two
hours per week to attend classes at their worksite.

Along with materials presented by an instructor,
students will test their abilities through computer
exercises. Topic examples include living online
(Internet and e-mail usage), key applications and
computing fundamentals.

“We’ll be creating, in effect, a model company,” Brooks
explains. “We’ll be training people in the same kind of work
materials they would be using on the job. So we can use the
same conceptual information.

“The basic intent is that we’re putting together a program
that will be able to be replicated,” he continues. “You end up
creating some new demographic information for the model
company, but the premise by which the training program is
put together is replicable.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Karen Elzey, Institute for a Competitive
Workforce, at kelzey@uschamber.com

Kevin Hollenbeck, W.E. Upjohn Institute, at 
hollenbeck@upjohninstitute.org

Mike Brooks, Indiana Health Industry Forum, at
mbrooks@ihif.org

Mark Lawrance, Indiana Chamber, at 
mlawrance@indianachamber.com

E N G A G E .  E D U C A T E .  E L E V A T E  O U R  W O R K F O R C E .

The 2005 Chamber study has
prompted several new initiatives.




