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‘Northeastern Wisconsin is our
showroom': How a tech training program
started here is helping close the
diversity gap
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Keith Stephan has always had a "huge passion for all things tech."

The Plymouth resident has built computers, designed websites, written programming and
handled graphic design duties. He wanted a technology career, but didn't think there'd be
many opportunities for someone like him, who dropped out of high school and wanted to

stay in his hometown of Plymouth.

Stephan's spark came in summer 2020 when he decided to take the General Educational
Development test, just to see how he'd do. He passed and that turned out to be the
confidence boost he needed to apply that fall to a new computer science career training
program for northeastern Wisconsin residents.

The program, originally called Upskilling but recently rebranded as gener8tor Skills
Accelerator, was Stephan's first formal computer science training. It started him on a path
toward a career in his dream industry.

"There was a lot of hesitation on my end because I lacked confidence to do it. I won’t be
accepted. I won’t get the position I want," Stephan said. "Taking that first step let me go
from being a dropout to getting my diploma to setting my goals. The most important step
in that process is to push yourself.”

The Skills Accelerator is an outgrowth of TechSpark, an initiative launched by Microsoft in
2017 in six regions, including northeastern Wisconsin. TechSpark aims to bolster
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computer science education in schools and colleges, provide support to entrepreneurs, and
make sure the region's workforce has the technology skills companies will need to be
competitive in the short- and long-term.

RELATED: How Microsoft TechSpark is infusing technology training into northeastern
Wisconsin's schools and economy

RELATED: Businesses say finding employees is their top headache. This series explores
the trends behind Wisconsin’s workforce woes.

Microsoft partnered with gener8tor, a Milwaukee-based venture capital firm to launch the
first of what are now 13 Skills Accelerator programs in northeastern Wisconsin as a way to
train people for in-demand technology careers. Gener8tor expects to expand the program

to more regions of the U.S. this year.

People selected for the Skills Accelerator do not have to pay for the training and they are
able to pursue it online and at their own pace. The program is funded and operated via

a partnership between Microsoft, gener8tor, the New North Inc., Thrivent Foundation and
the American Family Insurance Foundation.

The program increases access to computer science training, offers refresher courses on
soft skills and provides job search assistance to unemployed or under-employed people
with an emphasis on preparing women and people of color, populations long
underrepresented in the technology industry, for new careers.

Mike Egan, the national director of the TechSpark program and a Marshfield native, said
Microsoft recognized there are talented people interested in technology careers
everywhere, even if the jobs are not. He said the northeastern Wisconsin pilot project
proves the approach is effective.

"Wisconsin is hitting on all cylinders," Egan said. "Wisconsin really is the pilot for much of
our other TechSpark work."

Michelle Schuler, director of the region's TechSpark program, said it can be daunting to
leave a longtime job for a new industry. She said programs like gener8tor Skills
Accelerator succeed because they provide support as people navigate a major life change.

"That coaching and mentoring is what makes those programs so successful,”" Schuler said.
"We're giving people the confidence they didn't know they had."
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'l got my dream job'

Michael Dewing started a new job Monday, a year after completing Skills Accelerator
training focused on sales and customer service.

The Green Bay resident is excited to help people sleep better, selling Sleep Number
mattresses at the company's store in Ashwaubenon.

Sales may not seem to be a tech job of the future, but more jobs are becoming dependent
on technology, whether it's to manage customer contacts or a social media sales
campaign.

Dewing had gone to technical college for an associate's degree and certifications related to
a former job in senior care. That background might not scream salesperson to a
prospective employer. The Skills Accelerator was ready to help.

Dewing's LinkedIn profile shows he completed more than three dozen LinkedIn Learning
certifications via the program. Some focused on skills like sales negotiations and closing
strategies, some on soft skills like how to manage feeling overwhelmed and how to hold an
inclusive conversation. Others addressed the intersection of sales and technology, like how
to serve customers through chat and text.

He called the Skills Accelerator training opportunities a "breath of fresh air" that also
taught him to be patient, to wait for that job that really fit. He found it at the Sleep
Number store, though he knew he'd face competition for the job. He said his training and
work with a Skills Accelerator career coach prepared him for the process.

"I had three interviews with them. They told me it would be a hard process, that numerous
candidates were coming in," Dewing said. "When they finally told me I got the job, I was
like 'Yes! I got my dream job!"

Dewing's just plain excited now. Excited to no longer bounce from job-to-job, none of
which really fit. Excited he's been able to channel what he likes to do — help people,
interact with them face to face, solve problems — into a sales career.

"They believed in me before I believed in myself," Dewing said. "They saw something in
me. To have someone else back you and support you is wonderful. They pulled me up by
my bootstraps and said 'You can do this."
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Joe Kirgues, cofounder of gener8tor, said both organizations quickly realized they had a
template that could be customized to meet the needs of other U.S. regions.

"Northeastern Wisconsin is our showroom for the rest of the country, to show not only
what we have done, but what's coming," Kirgues said.

Of the 102 participants who have enrolled in the program in northeastern Wisconsin, 77%
graduated and two-thirds have moved on to new tech-related jobs. Forty percent of those
graduates are women and 35% are people of color.

Kirgues said gener8tor's goal is to have 1,500 people graduate from its Skills Accelerators
this year. For comparison, it celebrated its 400th graduate nationwide in December, about
18 months after the program started in northeastern Wisconsin.

New programs are adapted to the needs of the community as new locations are

launched. That means that the Skills Accelerator's focus in northeastern Wisconsin's on
sales, customer service and IT administrator certifications shifts to project management
roles in Southern Virginia and Anchorage, Alaska. In Bloomington, Indiana, The Mill Code
School focuses on IT administration jobs, while Milwaukee's program is all about sales and
customer service training.

"It's not a one-size-fits-all. You have to come to the community where it's at," Schuler said.
Emphasizing diversity, equity

Kirgues said gener8tor said gener8tor programs make a point of working to increase the
number of Black, Latino, Native American and Asian people in computer science fields.

The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 2014 called attention to the
technology industry's predominantly white and male workforce. In Digital Injustice, Tufts
University's Digital Planet found Hispanic and Black workers remained underrepresented
in high-tech jobs, based on federal 2018 and 2019 labor data.

Brown County's workforce mirrors national trends. About 4,500 county residents worked
computer and mathematical jobs in 2019: 81% were white and 68% were men, according
to the Greater Green Bay Chamber's Economic Development Strategic Plan Update. Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders made up 14% of the local workforce; only 2% of the Latino
community and 1% were Black.

A survey of more than 2,000 18-to-28-year-old technology workers released last year by
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mthree, a talent and re-skilling training company, found, 68% felt uncomfortable in a job
because of their gender, ethnicity or socioeconomic background. That percentage
increases to 77% among women of color.

The report suggests actively encouraging young people to explore technology careers from
a young age, exactly what the broader TechSpark effort aims to accomplish in northeastern
Wisconsin.

"We very much want to be part of the solution to bridging the gap," Kirgues said.

In northeastern Wisconsin, Schuler has worked with advocacy and support groups like
Green Bay's We All Rise African American Resource Center and African Heritage Inc. in
the Fox Cities to encourage Black workers to apply the the program.

TechSpark, African Heritage, the New North and the New Manufacturing Alliance set
out out to change that last spring.

Adonica Randall, an African Heritage board member and a founder of Abaxent, a
technology consulting firm based in Pewaukee, said African Heritage and its business
partners, with TechSpark's support, to get information about the program out to the
Appleton area's Black community, engaging people in churches and other community
spaces.

"It’s been life-changing to work with those folks. After 40-plus years of no change, there’s
some activity, some movement. It’s like 'wow!"" Randall said. "We’ve accomplished more
in the last year pulling together than stuff we’ve been working on for years."

'Everyone has the opportunity to succeed'

Heleema Berg, the Black Youth Alliance-Wisconsin community coordinator at We All Rise:
African American Resource Center, decided to try Skills Accelerator herself since she was
recommending it to clients.

Berg graduated last month from Northeast Wisconsin Technical College with an
associates degree in human services and a technical diploma in addiction counseling.
When it came to the Skills Accelerator, she chose information technology courses since it
was something different and new.

"If I'm trying to influence someone else to do it, I figured it's only right I do it, too," Berg
said.
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Not intending to pursue IT as a career, Berg tore through the course in a week. However,
she noted, the program opens doors for others who want to make the jump up from
working from low-skill, low-income jobs but would need more time to work around jobs
and family responsibilities.

"If you're coming from flipping burgers or something like that and don't really have other
skills, this is useful if you're trying to get out of that lane," Berg said.

About the same time Stephan was graduating from the Skills Accelerator, Julie De Leon
found herself searching for a new career.

The Neenah native had been a librarian from 2001 to 2013, and during that time she
taught herself web design. She then managed a website and programming for a United
Methodist Church global outreach program until 2017 until the program ended.

After a few years in retail jobs, De Leon's father, who works for New North Inc., suggested
she apply for the Skills Accelerator program. She was selected for the March 2021 group,
and completed the IT administration career track 10 weeks later.

Every week, De Leon got a rundown of jobs available and companies that were hiring. It
didn't take long to find the right opportunity.

In May, she began an internship with the state Department of Administration, working
from her home in Hobart on developing a tool to evaluate cloud computing systems for
state agencies.

The evaluation tool finally went live in early January.

"That's my baby," De Leon said. "This was a great project for me to start with. I really do
feel like this is a career path."

In October, it got a little closer to a career when the state made her a full-time, but limited-
term employee. De Leon hopes it becomes permanent.

"I work 100% remotely. I think you're going to see more of that with the state: It will open
up more opportunities to people not in Madison," De Leon said.

It has been a year now since Stephan graduated from the Skills Accelerator and he's
weighing a couple of jobs, both of which would allow him to work remotely from
Plymouth. One would involve helping small businesses set up websites, something that



appeals to his small town roots.

But he is already thinking about ways he can teach others the same technology skills he
taught himself.

"I have a huge passion for teaching people what I know. It's a big thing for me," he said. "A
dream position would be a network specialist that teaches high schoolers. I'd like to give
people the same opportunity gener8tor gave me."



