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Learning Exchange Goals 
In April of 2002, the General Accounting Office (GAO) submitted a report to Congress outlining the challenges faced by state and local Workforce Investment Act (WIA) youth program implementers.   To address these challenges, the American Youth Policy Forum (AYPF), the National Youth Employment Coalition (NYEC), and DTI Associates, in collaboration with the Department of Labor’s (DOL) Employment and Training Administration, developed a series of Peer Learning Exchanges (LEX) with three goals in mind.  First, the Exchanges focused on three areas of youth programming that needed improvement according to the GAO report: 1) recruitment and retention of out-of-school youth; 2) strengthening the connection among WIA partners, particularly between the education and the workforce communities; and 3) documenting competencies and gains through appropriate assessments and credentials.  Second, the Exchanges identified and promoted promising practices among local and state workforce investment areas with regard to successful implementation of youth-related WIA.  Finally, the Exchanges aimed to become a model for the delivery of system-wide technical assistance by incorporating visits to exemplary WIA sites, communicating practical experiences, and fostering learning networks.  
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The self-directed peer learning enhanced program flexibility by allowing each workforce area team to customize the Exchange in response to individual market-driven issues.  Additionally, teams learned how to focus their resources on serving out-of-school youth and how to increase program accountability by improving outcomes in the three areas identified by the GAO. 

Learning Exchange Design 

The WIA Learning Exchanges for Youth Systems were designed to stimulate a rich professional development experience, grounded in peer-to-peer knowledge sharing and enhanced by an exemplary host site and youth employment program. The meeting format challenged the traditional, passive mode of learning at lecture-heavy conferences both by convening self-directed roundtable conversations between local practitioners and policymakers and examining promising and effective youth service delivery sites and systems. 

To reinforce learning, teams translated the observed and discussed strategies into action plans for improving their individual systems.  To optimize commitment to implementation of action plans, the prerequisites for team composition were strategically determined. The preferred team composition was:

· A Youth Council member (preferably the Youth Council Chair); 

· A Youth Council/Programs staff person; and

· The Executive Director of the Local Workforce Investment Board. 

Follow-Up Phone Interviews: Impact on the WIA System for Youth

To assess the impact to date on participants and systems, 38 teams that participated in a LEX received follow-up phone calls. Telephone interviews were conducted with 28 teams. 

· 85% of those interviewed (24 of 28) have either started their action plan or implemented a practice learned at the LEX.

· Of the 15 teams that have implemented an action plan:

· 13 report that the actions have improved their system. 

· 1 reports that it is too early to tell if it will improve the system.

· 1 reports that it did not improve the system.

· Of the 9 teams that implemented a practice learned at the LEX:

· 3 report they already see evidence of a positive impact on the system.

· 6 believe it is too early to tell if it will have a positive effect.

The following list provides examples of action plan items adopted by state and local WIA youth program implementers:

Statewide System Improvements

Integrating PEPNet Criteria

· The New Hampshire Youth Council is integrating the PEPNet effective practice criteria to monitor provider performance.  

· In Massachusetts, the state action plan – designed to benchmark state progress – will use a PEPNet-based assessment with the state’s 16 Youth Councils to inform improvements.

System Improvement: Youth with Disabilities

· In Ohio, training for all Youth Councils on Project SWIFT, a training curriculum for front line youth workers on identifying and assisting youth with disabilities will be conducted. The state training provider has also decided to use the same Learning Exchange format for future state meetings for local area youth WIA staff.

Incorporating Youth/Customer Feedback for Better Recruiting and Retention

· Staff from the single state area of South Dakota were “given good ideas at the Exchange and now need to put them into effect.” Their action plan targets incorporating more youth input into their program. Armed with more recruiting strategies, they believe they “will be better at hitting what the youth want” and will “be able to recruit them more easily.” They have already started to implement ideas such as youth focus groups and evaluation tools for the 2003 summer program. 

Local Area Improvements

Recruiting and Retaining Out-of-School Youth

· Montana’s Concentrated Employment Program has decided to change the culture of their area’s Youth Council so that all members, especially the youth, are active, involved and committed to a work plan. They are aggressively recruiting more youth to broaden the customer perspective of the Council and have scheduled a one-day retreat this summer to build buy-in for an action plan.  They also plan to discuss starting a mentoring program for the youth on the Youth Council.

· A new partnership with the Jacksonville Youth Program has created a source of referrals for Hinds County, Mississippi, filling their need to identify more out-of-school youth.

· Mobile Works, Inc. of Alabama decided to create an orientation video to market youth programs at one-stops and in the community. In addition, when they updated their contract procedures, they asked providers to address a marketing strategy for their program in their proposals. Finally, they are hosting a countywide youth summit, bringing many partners together to increase community dialogue and input around serving out-of-school youth. 

· Southwest Washington Workforce Development Council focused their action plan on continuous improvement through conducting site visits with other WIA youth providers.  They have already learned about a new strategy for managing youth by connecting incentives to personal accountability. They have also identified ways to increase budget flexibility in order to impact more youth. Currently, they are seeking strategies to better capture youth outcome data.

· The Stearns-Benton Employment & Training Council in Minnesota decided to increase parental involvement with youth. They are taking concrete steps to achieve this goal by: 1) having a potluck for the youth and their parents, 2) planning a summer festival that will involve parents, and 3) having staff create planners for the youth (planners will not only help with time management but also help the staff, because youth will write the names and contact information for their parents and other key adults in them). Staff will create a data privacy release form for contacting key caring adults. This process is currently being approved by the board. 

· Southeast Minnesota Workforce Investment Board’s action plan was to improve the awareness of youth services in all counties. Since the Learning Exchange, new people have joined the Youth Council, including a representative from each of the ten counties.  Also, meeting locations now rotate; rather than being held in one location, meetings are held in five different locations, including rural areas, which allows members to connect to each community.  They have also restructured the WIB so that members are now on one committee, focusing on one issue. 

· Hennepin County Training and Employment Assistance in Minnesota has taken the first step towards creating an aftercare employment project for youth on probation. Program staff have identified employers to work with and have held meetings with them. The next step is to meet with the juvenile probation supervisors to reconfirm support. 

· Taking cues from a site visit and two-time PEPNet awardee in Los Angeles, Coconino Career Center in Arizona changed their enrollment process by capping enrollment at 50, making orientation more rigorous and enhancing their program design by using small cohort groups for peer support. Since the changes, they report an improvement in the quality of the students and in reaching more of their target populations. 

· The Gloucester County WIB in New Jersey has taken steps to incorporate the voices of its youth in designing this summer’s WIA effort. 
Partnership Building

· The Central Mississippi Planning and Development District revised their RFP documents and rating tools to reflect incentives for awarding contracts that draw heavily on cost-sharing arrangements with partners using non-WIA funds. The workforce board sees this shift as a win-win scenario and has invested time in face-to-face meetings with potential partners to build buy-in to the new procurement approach. The job-training director says, “It has caused providers to look harder at how to form partnerships. Now, they are able to continue the same services at a lower WIA cost.” 

· Hinds County Workforce Investment Board in Mississippi decided to build better relationships with the educational system to provide better in-school services. They have held community meetings to identify agencies willing to partner for a common youth system. These meetings have brought a collective consciousness to the Youth Council and to providers around the need to build a youth system. Team members cite this as the first step and a success. 
· Southwest Washington Workforce Development Council started a partnership with the Senior Corps of Retired Executives. Now former executives teach a class for the youth. The success has the WIB planning further partnerships to create a tutoring and mentoring program.
· Coconino Career Center in Arizona initiated a new partnership with the criminal justice department at Northern Arizona University for a mentoring program. 
Improving Skill Attainment and Credentialing Efforts

· Southeast Minnesota Workforce Investment Board was so inspired by South Central Minnesota’s tool for gauging work readiness competencies that they are already implementing the tool for the 2003 summer component.
· The team from Stearns-Benton Employment & Training Council in Minnesota has realized the importance of relaying explicit competencies to motivate youth and communicate with their parents. Since returning, they have installed a dry erase board for their Bike Program that displays youth competency levels for everyone to see, including parents. When youth have achieved enough competencies to merit a raise, they will have attend a ceremony that family members can attend.
Integrating PEPNet Criteria
· The Balance of State area of Montana and Central MN Jobs & Training Services of Minnesota have already taken steps to infuse PEPNet criteria into their system by educating all partners about PEPNet, and Youth Council members are now conducting the self-assessment.  

Process and Continuous Improvement

All aspects of the Learning Exchanges were developed, designed, implemented and evaluated as a collaborative partnership of DTI Associates, AYPF and NYEC. The project’s grant officer, Libby Queen, maintained DOL’s involvement and served as a liaison between DOL and the grant managers. Weekly conference calls were held through the last Learning Exchange in order to make decisions through consensus and keep all parties informed of progress. 

A variety of information sources were used to select appropriate host sites for the Learning Exchanges.  This included 1) information gathered from telephone interviews with local, state and federal experts in the youth employment field (researchers, practitioners, policymakers), 2) nominations, including contact information and supporting evidence, from DOL regional contacts for three possible host sites, 3) a grant and recognition award scan of the local area to locate sites near PEPNet awardees that received grants or funding through Youth Opportunity, Young Offenders, Juvenile Justice, High School/High Tech or a significant foundation, 4) older and younger youth performance data, looking closely at the credential and skill attainment rates to ensure that probable sites met or exceeded their performance measures, (5) confirmation, either directly from state contacts or through DOL regional contacts, that the local area had exceeded their 30 percent expenditure requirement for out-of-school youth, and (6) an examination of current research literature, local workforce area websites and other Internet sites to produce a complete picture of workforce areas, their partnerships, their system for out-of-school youth and their approach to skill attainment and credentials. Once substantial information was collected, the site options were discussed, a selection was made, and a date determined.  

The LEX team worked with DOL Regional offices to disseminate written correspondence encouraging Youth Council participation. LEX were presented, in part, as an opportunity to build capacity in local workforce areas that were under-performing or struggling with serving out-of-school youth; however, AYPF worked with regional staff to ensure that strong areas were identified as well so that a balanced representation of teams was present. While all but one of the Exchanges exceeded target participation rate, certain obstacles – such as travel restrictions, program funding, and uncertainty about the war – made reaching geographically diverse participants challenging. Among the Exchanges that produced the most innovative ideas were Jacksonville, FL, Golden, CO and Long Beach, CA, which were all characterized by teams from a wide variety of states, allowing them to share from a richer pool of experiences. 

Of the approximately 65 teams that registered for the seven Learning Exchanges, the majority met the ideal team composition (WIB executive director, Youth Council staff and Youth Council member). As the project evolved, participant feedback was used to improve the online application process by: 1) necessitating that only one team member complete the application and, 2) stressing that the exact team composition was not a prerequisite for participating. 

Once teams were notified of their acceptance, they were asked to complete an on-line pre-assessment that gauged their familiarity with improvement strategies in the three focus areas. This, too, was adapted mid-way through the project in order to incorporate participant feedback. Originally, each team member was required to complete the pre-assessment, but in the end, it was decided that only the lead team member needed to complete it, thus, saving time for executive directors and Youth Council staff. 

Prior to the Exchanges, participants were emailed web links to background materials and resources on the three focus areas. Ninety-three percent of those surveyed found the material useful.  In response to logistical feedback from facilitators, roundtable discussion topics were also solicited from teams prior to the last two LEXs. Although this would have helped to facilitate discussions, none of the teams responded with topics. 

Through the course of the first three Exchanges, participant feedback resulted in two additional modifications:  1) moving the meeting start time from Wednesday evening to Thursday morning, and 2) emphasizing the roundtables more than the information sessions at the host sites. The starting time was moved to accommodate schedules and ensure that participants arrived at the same time.  Meeting evaluation responses showed that 84 percent of participants agreed that the two-day meeting was an appropriate amount of time. 

Feedback during the Jacksonville LEX raised the importance of peer-to-peer roundtable discussions. Originally, the Department of Labor stressed the importance of highlighting exceptional sites, with the peer exchange focusing on key insights presented by the host site; however, the Jacksonville participants communicated that they preferred to focus on learning from each other. Subsequently, roundtable discussions and team time to produce action plans became the primary focus of the Exchanges.  As a result, the importance of hosting the LEX at exceptional workforce areas was diminished, while the importance of having strong programs for site visits increased.
Recommendations for Improving Future Learning Exchanges

With the roundtable discussions as the primary focus of future Exchanges, the following improvements and/or changes are recommended:

Location criteria for Exchanges. Location of Exchanges should be chosen with the following criteria in mind:

· The existence of a PEPNet awardee for the site visit. Since host sites have less prominence in the current agenda, having strong quality programs for site visits is of increased importance. A PEPNet awardee has program strengths clearly outlined in their profiles. 

· An accessible, desirable destination for the geographic region. Since the peer-to-peer learning resonated with participants, designing the LEX to maximize broad regional participation will enhance learning. Participants bear their own travel expenses, so locating the Exchanges in accessible cities within the region will likely increase the diversity of participation. 

Process of capturing practices. As the agenda evolved, the type of information gathered from the Exchanges changed as well. In the first two Exchanges, most notes focused on program presentations; as more emphasis was placed on the roundtable discussions, most notes came from flip charts. This evolution resulted in brief, bulleted concepts that often did not include the context around concrete practices. A more anecdotal form of experience sharing may prove more beneficial.  Possible solutions are  to:
· Stress translating practices into stories that convey main values, actions, players and results from the beginning to end of implementing a practice. The goal will be to capture at least five stories that convey a technique, process and result in an approachable, first-person voice. Once fleshed out, these examples could also be submitted to the Workforce Excellence Network’s Promising Practices website.

· Systematically facilitate roundtables and record the conversations. Previous LEX roundtables were very loosely facilitated allowing the group to direct their own learning. Skilled facilitators could provide focus to this process.  A professional transcriber could then capture this discussion.

· Determine personal objectives.  Rather than have participants complete a pre-assessment, ask participants to write a brief paragraph about their motivation for participation in the Exchange and the knowledge they hope to gain.

Change the timing and frequency of the Learning Exchanges
Seven LEXs were held between December 2002 and April 2003. This tight timeline had some drawbacks. 

· Holding the meetings over the winter months resulted in weather-related complications. 

· The timeframe for the Exchanges made it difficult for organizers to schedule around competing meetings like the DOL Regional Youth Development Conference or the annual rural youth workforce conference in Oregon. 

· Some Exchanges were held only two weeks apart from each other. This close execution delayed getting notes and other follow-up information to participants. 

· Publicity and registration may also improve if more lead time is given before the scheduled meeting. Although concerted efforts were made to publicize the LEX early, it was difficult to maintain once the Exchanges began. 

· Participants suggested having the meetings in the summer and early fall since the energy and learning generated from the meetings could inform their RFP cycle for the fiscal year. 

Revisit Target Team Composition
There were positive and negative effects related to the ideal team composition. On the positive side, a fair number of executive directors attended this youth-focused meeting. Evaluations showed that team composition did impact learning and the likelihood of implementing plans.  In fact, a strong showing of teams has started to implement their action plans. On the negative side, some interested workforce areas conveyed that they would have participated if the executive director’s presence was not expected. Moreover, some feedback revealed that participants would have liked their program operators to participate. 

The steering committee should revisit the ideal team composition based on the desired outcomes of the Exchanges and on the topics being explored. For example, the out-of-school youth topic drew primarily from direct service provider experiences; whereas, the partnership topic drew more from the workforce board staff and policy-level practitioners. If DOL seeks capacity building around working with the juvenile justice and foster care system, multiple examples of team compositions could be publicized to encourage local areas to tailor their participation. 

Revisit how rural-specific issues are addressed

DOL asked DTI to carry out eight LEXs, one for each of the six DOL Regions, one for rural workforce areas, and one for Native American grantees.  

The rural Exchange was held in Yakima, Washington.  In spite of limited registration, discussions were vibrant.  Registration numbers were likely affected by wartime uncertainty, conference competition, and professional development funding.  Rather than fly to a rural destination, rural workforce staff are more apt to drive to a general, regional meeting. 

For these financial and logistical reasons, it may make sense to set aside time within the agenda for roundtable discussions based not only on topic areas but also on characteristics of communities. This approach would eliminate the need for a special LEX on rural issues, while still facilitating knowledge sharing among specialized practitioners. In short, this strategy creates communities of practice by region, characteristics, and challenges, thereby creating camaraderie and building a support structure among peers. 

Revisit how Native American and Native Indian issues are addressed

Through the Native Indian and Native American Employment and Training Conference (NINAETC) and other research, AYPF learned that Native grantees not only have a different set of challenges and resources, but also their stage of development relative to the three Exchange goals is less mature than typical workforce areas. The Learning Exchange model was adapted to meet those needs. AYPF and NYEC were given the opportunity to be part of a series of youth-focused sessions at NINAETC. The conference featured speakers from two programs, Alu Like, Inc. in Hawaii and Lakota YouthBuild in South Dakota, which both possess solid components for serving out-of-school youth. At the Conference, the Division of Indian and Native American Programs (DINAP) grantees voiced interest in both the PEPNet framework and promising and effective Native examples. 
Native grantees often have severe economic limitations that restrict travel opportunities, which is an obstacle that must be overcome considering that this population could possibly gain the most from peer learning. An increased partnership between the Learning Exchange project and the DINAP office at DOL could be one means to improving such knowledge sharing. By coordinating efforts, the bridge between youth development research and practice within the context of Native American Workforce Investment programs can be greatly strengthened. 

Evaluation Strategy

There were three steps to the evaluation strategy for the Learning Exchanges:

1. A pre-assessment was completed on-line by lead team members;

2. A general meeting satisfaction survey was completed at the end of each Exchange by all participants; and

3. Follow-up phone interviews were conducted randomly with the teams that attended the Exchange.

The pre-assessment provided LEX planners with a snapshot of practices already being implemented by teams and also of practices of future interest to the teams.  One of the goals of the Learning Exchange was to have participants learn about best practices and effective resources. Accordingly, this was addressed in the pre-assessment. 

The meeting evaluation helped determine the effectiveness of the Learning Exchange format as well as the success of peer-to-peer interaction. Another goal of the Exchanges was to help participants build a peer-to-peer information and collaboration network. As the Exchanges progressed, feedback was used to adjust the agenda in order to continuously improve peer-to-peer learning.

Follow-up phone interviews were conducted a few months after the Learning Exchanges to gauge the progress teams had made on their action plans. Another desired outcome for participants was that they apply exemplary practices back home.  

Top Learning Priorities from the Pre-Assessment

The pre-assessment asked participants to rank their top five priorities in the three focus areas. Below are the results from a quarter of the teams: 

Retaining Out-of-School Youth

1. Recognizing the relationship between a variety of youth support services and youth retention in education and training programs.

2. Helping to understand the correlation between quality programs and positive outcomes for youth.

3. Determining, through data collection, if specific eligible populations are experiencing particular successes or challenges, along with their causal factors.

4. Using system-level case managers in collaboration with program providers to connect youth to an array of appropriate support services.

5. Using contextual and/or applied learning by linking work-based learning to academics to keep youth engaged in activities.
Recruiting Out-of-School Youth

1. Developing a thorough, system-wide outreach plan to ensure that as many OSY as possible are being reached.

2. Seeking truly collaborative relationships with agency partners such as local education agencies, human services, juvenile justice and the local housing authority.

3. Establishing relationships with school staff (i.e. principals and guidance counselors) to obtain information on dropouts and students not pursing postsecondary education.

4. Making one-stops more youth friendly by having a separate youth center or by creating a youth-focused space in the existing one-stop.

5. Developing joint accountability among Youth Council partnerships to support a formalized referral process.

Building and Sustaining Partnerships

1. Raising the awareness of all community partners about the benefits of comprehensive youth programs.

2. Fostering strong partnerships to develop clear pathways for continuing education and training options, especially with postsecondary institutions.

3. Working with local education agencies to integrate academic and career and technical curriculums.

4. Using input from community partners to shape the local youth plan. 

5. Partnering with trade unions or labor councils to offer career exploration, apprenticeships and/or internship opportunities.

Developing Skill Credentials

1. Engaging the business and education community in endorsing credentials.

2. Ensuring that youth leave programs with a set of industry-recognized skills validated by employers.

3. Identifying an array of endorsed credentials, ranging from work-ready certificates and industry-specific skill certificates to high school diplomas and postsecondary degrees.

4. Having the local workforce board identify broad basic skills and employability competencies.

5. Holding regular meetings among local providers to share lessons learned pertaining to recruitment, assessment, progress and follow-up.

Participant Feedback from Meeting Evaluations

Short-term indicators indicate positive results of the Learning Exchanges.  In all, seven Learning Exchanges were held in the following locations: New Haven, CT (DOL Region I); Jacksonville, FL (DOL Region III); Butler, PA (DOL Region II); Long Beach, CA (DOL Region VI); Golden, CO (DOL Region IV); Bloomington, MN (DOL Region V) and Yakima, WA (Rural). AYPF and NYEC also facilitated a series of youth-focused sessions at the Native American and Native Indian Employment and Training Conference (NANIETC) in Anchorage, AK.   The following results summarize statistics from all of the meetings with the exception of the sessions from Anchorage, Alaska
.  The results below are based on 135 responses (60.5% response rate) from participants who completed a session evaluation.

Participation

· A total of 223 participants took part in the Exchanges. Attendance at all of the meetings except for Yakima exceeded target participation level by 6.19%.  The timing of the Yakima registration coincided with the war with Iraq, which resulted in lower than expected participation.

Usefulness of Learning Exchange components

· 66% of participants reported that the pre-assessment instrument was useful.

· 93% of participants thought the background material sent via email and in the LEX binder was useful.

· 93% of participants thought that the peer-to-peer time was useful.

· 86% of participants felt that the action-planning tool was useful.

· 79% of participants reported that the team time (time set aside to complete an action plan) was useful.

Site Visits

· 88% of participants felt that the site visits were a rich learning experience.

Exposure to New Practices

· At four of the Exchanges, participants were asked about exposure to new practices.  78% of participants responded that they were, in fact, exposed to new practices during the Exchange.

Action Plans

· 80% of participants who completed an action plan – a plan to implement systemic change once returning home – felt that they would be successful in doing so as a result of the Learning Exchange.  

General

· 88% of participants reported that the Learning Exchange would have a positive impact on their daily program activities.

· 92% of participants reported that the Learning Exchange was a positive learning experience.

· 91% of participants would like to see the Learning Exchanges replicated as a technical assistance strategy in the future. (Many specified that they would like to see it continue on a regional basis.)

Learning Themes

Learning themes emerged from the LEX teams around the three GAO topics: 1) assisting out-of-school youth in transforming their lives, 2) sustaining partnerships in tight economic times, and 3) creating pathways to credentials. 

Retention of Out-of-School Youth

Research over the past ten years into programs for vulnerable youth has outlined clear patterns in effective programming. The LEX practices correspond with five traits practiced by high quality youth development programs and supported by PEPNet criteria and AYPF's research. The strategies are categorized by:

· Quality Implementation;

· Youth as Resources;

· Caring Adults/Family Involvement;

· High Standards and Expectations, and;

· Financial Supports and Incentives.

Quality Implementation

· Emphasize accountability.  There are different types of accountability: 1) accountability of the program to employers by gauging hiring needs and translating needs into curriculum and milestones for youth, and 2) mutual accountability between the youth to the program and the program to the youth by creating clear performance goals. Well-defined goals can be conveyed to youth in a variety of ways. An initiative should “convey a clear, compelling message about what young people can expect to receive from youth programs.”
 

· Require a commitment from the youth. This can be accomplished through orientation workshops that convey that the program is not an entitlement but rather a privilege. 

· Develop leadership to establish a framework for structure.  It is important to share control with the youth so they may become a resource (more below).

· Build milestones and goals for the youth to aim towards.  Once milestones and goals are set, youth can celebrate all successes.

· Incorporate various teaching techniques to reach different learning styles.  Teachers can convey the same information for a learning objective in multiple ways, thereby adapting teaching techniques to different learners.

· Be aware of obstacles to youth participation such as transportation.  One potential solution to this particular obstacle is to partner with the Board of Education to coordinate bus routes for rural out-of-school youth participants to get to job sites or programs. Another option is to connect to a local vanpool that may be shared by other programs (Medicare, Medicaid).  
Youth as Resources

· Seek feedback from out-of-school youth through focus groups. Customer feedback is a common practice across the private sector. Qualitative research methods like focus groups, surveys and interviews can provide valuable insight into the usability of youth-focused websites, user-friendly career tools, understandable eligibility forms, even whether your one-stop is inviting to youth. Every aspect of youth interaction could benefit from ‘customer’ feedback. Quite often youth provide ideas and creative solutions that staff wouldn’t think of, yet vastly improve the program.

· Give youth ownership in the program. Success stories abound in cases where youth were given increased responsibility.  For example, Project Paycheck, a PEPNet awardee, gives program design responsibility to its youth and has witnessed sustained participation as a result. Also, a youth oriented one-stop has a former participant working directly with youth, which inspires and motivates participants currently enrolled in the program. Finally, another program promoted pride by giving youth the opportunity to give their project a brand name, “Project HYPE,” and help design the program’s brochure.  

· Let youth discover solutions for program and community challenges. Often youth feel more comfortable sharing with peers than with adults. For example, conversations around a sudden drop in attendance could be conducted among the youth themselves. By having youth conduct the inquiry, the program not only gathers important feedback, but also creates a sense of ownership among the youth.  One local area asked youth to survey their peers to determine why they were not accessing community programs. They found that youth did not know about local programs and that they sought safe places to “hang out” by taking the bus outside the city to suburban shopping malls. They also uncovered important data on transportation barriers facing the youth. All of this information helped the Youth Council with future planning. 

Caring Adults and Family Involvement

· Develop a cadre of coordinated, caring adults. If community partners (one-stop programs, counselors, officers, community-based efforts, principals, etc…) work collaboratively on setting a clear picture of the broader goals and expectations for young people, then youth have a consistent message and support system with a network of adults. Host workforce areas had strong partnerships with clear expectations of youth shared among partners – so all caring adults in the system had a common, positive, supportive refrain.

· Supplement core staff with mentors and resource people. For example, one program gave each youth a day planner that not only helped with time management but also gave the youth an opportunity to reflect on the adults in their lives. Then staff were able to identify multiple resource adults. 

· Family can be engaged in many ways. 

· To optimize the role of family, ask youth their input on what family means to them and engage family members accordingly.

· Involve family members when celebrating achievements. 

· Address parental involvement in RFPs. 

· Create a participant agreement with youth and parents.

· Keep an open line of communication with the family. Have parent/teacher conferences that focus on positive skill attainments.  Notify parents/guardians if plans change, and consider sending timesheets home.

· Involve parents on the worksite orientation if possible.

High Standards and Expectations

· Having high expectations for SCANS skills translates into high expectations for academics. Once a program establishes high expectations around attitude, punctuality, effort, and teamwork, a trusting, family-like relationship often develops with the young person. Programs then draw on this relationship to transfer the same level of expectations to academic endeavors needed to attain a diploma or GED. 

Financial Supports and Incentives

· Provide a stipend. Money is often an issue of survival for youth and their families. Many programs fail to meet this need, according to MDRC, and as a result employment programs compete with (and often lose to) secondary labor markets and the underground economy.
 Many programs across the country at the LEX incorporate a financial incentive into their programs. These incentives are always withdrawn if expectations are not met. For example, $25 of a student’s $100 weekly stipend may be tied to perfect and on-time attendance. One day of tardiness and the student is docked $25. As the youth progresses in a program, incentives can be linked with achieving skill goals as well.  

· Be an advocate for the youth with their employer. Since making money is a key goal for youth, out-of-school youth may work another job while participating in a WIA program. Programs that minimize any tension that might arise between the employer and youth because of the extra demands of school will make balancing both easier for the youth.  For example, offering classes at convenient times and keeping in touch with employers is often helpful.

· Set up an individual development account (IDA) for the youth. With the youth’s approval, put some of their earnings from job placements into a savings account and match that dollar for dollar under the condition that the money can only be used for further education. This teaches youth how to manage money while encouraging them to plan for their future. 

· Be creative with incentives. Incentives do not always have to be monetary. For example, one program aims to increase participants’ IT skills by using applied learning techniques.  Youth learn about computers while taking them apart and rebuilding them. At the end of the weeklong course, youth are rewarded for their hard work with the laptop they have built.  

Recruiting Out-of-School Youth

A program that produces positive outcomes for youth builds trust in the community. Learning Exchange teams learned that leveraging this trust with schools, in the community and among youth makes for a successful recruiting strategy for out-of-school youth. 

Peers as a Primary Marketing Tool

· Use peers as effective marketers. Some programs offer incentives for bringing in referrals, while others make bringing in a new recruit part of their rite of passage for graduating. 

· Reach youth by having past graduates come back, show pay stubs and talk about their successes.

· Try grassroots marketing.  For example, youth and staff can pile into a van with a loudspeaker to spread the word about their program, stop and go door to door talking with parents, youth, neighbors. This creates an opportunity for the youth to tell stories of their transformation. Once possible names of recruits are gathered, be sure the staff follows up with multiple phone calls to encourage their participation and start a relationship the youth can trust.

· Use youth as a marketing resource by having them develop flyers, posters, cable access ads, and radio spots. 

Schools as Partners

· Partner with schools to connect with youth as soon as they drop out or are expelled from school. Work within the privacy issue by…

· Asking schools to include information on your program, a survey on the resources they need, etc. with the letter notifying them of their drop status.

· Providing postage-paid envelopes with program information to school counselors so they can mail them to recent dropouts. Both of these methods protect the youths’ identities.

· Hold some classes in the high school, making connections and raising visibility.

· Develop relationships with school counselors.

· Attend a school board meeting to learn how transitions are handled; understand the process youth go through when dropping out of school.

· Market programs to the school board and schools as providing support services to get the youth back in school, which is in their social and economic best interest. 

Community Partners

· Identify credible and appealing adults in the community to publicize youth programs.

· Develop a relationship with and give information to military recruiting offices. Since young people must have a GED to join the armed forces, those without a GED can be referred to youth programs. 

· Sponsor community celebrations, and involve youth and their families in the planning process. 

· Raise program visibility and credibility by partnering with recreation or drop-in centers. 

· Advertise at popular locations in the community.

Partnerships

All of the local workforce areas that were visited had strong, extensive long-term partnerships. Their definition of partners did not stop with the required Youth Council members, but extended to customer stakeholders such as youth and their parents, an array of community and faith-based organizations and businesses. The genuine interest in integrating all their voices for continuous improvement created a climate of trust that supported innovative and resourceful solutions for their youth system. Each host workforce area had the active commitment of the board’s executive director behind an innovative youth system. The alignment of board leadership and community involvement enabled a productive environment where all partners shared in the creation and refinement of a vision for their youth system. 

Facilitate partnerships through:

· Providing a flexible RFP that values partners’ cost sharing. If partners are invested in a program, they are more likely to stay involved.  Operating on this theory, rather than releasing a typical prescriptive RFP, local areas can focus solely on the expected outcomes for youth, leaving how each program chooses to reach these performance measures up to the applicants. Local areas can then award extra points to applications where partners dedicate funds for the endeavor, emphasizing in-kind or cost sharing arrangements. As a result, a broad array of providers can partner for funding, create MOUs, and share more program costs with WIA-funded proposals. 

· Finding common ground for a vision. Potential partners will inevitably want to know how becoming involved with Youth Councils will benefit them.  In order to communicate this benefit, it is important to formulate a common vision together.  This vision should: 

· Be short and easy to understand

· Be inspiring and meaningful

· Give direction

· Align people and human energy

· Suggest staffing requirements

Team building activities can help to ensure that each partner is working comfortably in his/her strengths and is contributing positively to the group.

· Delivering the program’s vision to the community while listening to their needs and offerings. Have partners market the core values and goals of the program to reconnect youth, setting aside time for exploring the community groups’ interests and assets. This will allow partners to loosely map community resources.

· Local areas suggest customizing language to fit one’s audience, for example, using educational language when marketing a youth program to school system administrators. By focusing on such pertinent information as dropout figures and per pupil funding, the WIA system envoy can sell the benefits of partnering.

· Youth council members can write letters to various groups – including the local chamber of commerce, PTA, School Board, and community-based organizations - asking for speaking engagements. Youth council members can also seek out other committee appointments in the community.

· Youth advocates and/or local business CEO’s can be effective in helping to convey a program’s mission by sharing success stories.

· Giving recognition to partners. By recognizing partners in the community at large, they are given additional incentive to maintain ties with a program.  One effective example of a thank-you gift for partners is a package of blank cards adorned with youth artwork and program information on the back. Local areas can also host a breakfast to recognize employers while also seeking new job development for their youth.  

· Being creative in scheduling meetings to maximize partner participation. Holding youth council meetings at various partner locations is a good team-building exercise because members get to experience each other’s jobs.  Many other locations hold meetings either after work or before school so that parents, youth and education partners can participate.  Another strategy is to have a youth-only advisory meeting prior to the scheduled meeting of the full youth council. In this environment, the youth feel comfortable asking questions and giving suggestions. These suggestions are then taken to the committee as a whole, thereby, providing a youth voice to the system.

Skill Attainments and Credentials

Measure Skill Attainment Frequently

Defining and aligning assessments, skill attainments and credentials is a tricky balancing act.  Local workforce areas want to set high expectations for credentials and skill attainments while still incorporating meaningful, yet realistic objectives for both older and younger youth. Developing a meaningful credential that employers can trust, while at the same time keeping youth engaged is a challenge.  To answer this challenge, programs integrated recognitions for youth when they attain a milestone in their pathway towards skill attainments and credentials. Intermediate and ongoing acknowledgement of skill advancement is one way to keep youth engaged in what typically is a long-term goal. 

Employer Involvement in Defining Competencies

Employer involvement in defining the workforce board’s policies and expectations for skill competencies is critical in developing a local credential that designates a youth as being truly work ready. Employers voice their needs to the Youth Council during the development of learning objectives. Employers can also work directly with youth training providers like community colleges to state explicitly expected competencies for credentials that are customized for the situation and the youth. Finally, the LEX revealed that powerful partnerships exist between WIBs and chambers of commerce, allowing large numbers of employers to engage in a conversation about needed competencies. WorkKeys is an assessment that fosters a common language around skill attainment so businesses, training and education providers and youth are aligned to cultivate an excellent workforce.

Staff Development and Tools Improve the Skill Attainment Process

WIA mandates that local workforce boards develop their own policy and definitions of skill attainment and credentials in basic skills, work readiness and occupational skills. While the process for assessing skill gains is generally standard, local areas are becoming more sophisticated in the fluidity of transitioning youth and refined in finding accurate assessments and documentation. 

· Proper staff training in documenting competencies ensures that performance standards are uniform across the system, thereby lending credibility to training and education efforts in the eyes of the community.  

· Proven assessment tools can also strengthen the skill attainment process. An example of an assessment tool is the Massachusetts Work-Based Learning Plan. WIA case managers use the plan with the aid of employers to connect work experience to the classroom and to measure a skill gain. With this tool, employers can align their needs with distinctive attainments; instructors can relate work experience to basic skill goals; and youth can assess many soft skills they may already have. In essence, the plan serves multiple purposes for various stakeholders while still aligning skill attainments with workforce board’s goals and policies. http://www.doe.mass.edu/stc/wbl_resource/wblp.html
· Incentives are another device to encourage youth to reach for skill attainments and credentials. Workforce boards that have approved their use allow youth and their counselors to decide which goals in their individual service strategy are tied to incentives. As an example, youth can receive a $15 gift certificate for each objective accomplished and up to $45 in gift certificates per year. 

The New Haven Regional Workforce Development Board hosted the Region I Learning Exchange for Youth Systems. New Haven was selected because of the Board’s and the community’s long-term commitment to building a united system for reengaging vulnerable youth.  The Youth Council grew out of a long-standing school-to-work partnership in the city. This education and workforce collaboration provided a strong base for bringing other community players into the Council’s efforts. To initiate the application process for a major grant, the partners attended a symposium where they began deeper conversations and built even more relationships in the community. From this, they created a collective vision for youth in their community. Although they were not awarded the grant, their newfound vision prompted creative ways of combining partner resources through the procurement process as well as committed partners to achieving their vision. The Council estimates that through community programs their efforts have touched about 6,000 kids, and their collaborative efforts have exceeded performance benchmarks. 

Some strategies that New Haven is using for improving partnerships are:

· Rotating the Youth Council meetings among partner locations. Adult education, juvenile justice, the housing authority, the Connecticut Job Corps Center, human service agencies and the Yale Child Studies Center all participate on the Council.  Meetings are held at partner offices around the community in order to understand other’s work environment and specific challenges facing youth in the community. For example, one meeting was held at a juvenile justice facility and included a tour. This gave partners an opportunity to better understand the working environment for a parole officer. 

· Identifying a representative in the community who sits on the Youth Council and the workforce board and who has a good relationship with the executive director.  This was one of the toughest roles to define, yet crucial in unifying the one system for youth message.   

· Cultivating strong relationships with postsecondary institutions to partner with program providers and the one-stop system so career pathways into high-growth industries can be developed. New Haven has done this with the manufacturing, nursing and education fields. 

The New Haven area, under WIA and other leveraged funding, is currently running six out-of-school (OSY) programs. Two of these programs shared their strategies for recruiting and retaining out-of-school youth. STRIVE provides year-round services for OSY youth ages 16-21 that include job readiness, employment, education and/or a combination of both, life skills, literacy advocacy and hands-on computer instruction so they may access meaningful employment and wage growth. STRIVE also provides two years of follow up for graduates.  STRIVE of New Haven has a recruiting day where former and current students and staff drive around the neighborhoods in a van publicizing the program. Teams of recruiters dressed in shirts and ties go door-to-door, sharing STRIVE success stories with the youth and families and approaching people who are not traditionally approached. STRIVE’s director, Dan Jusino, stresses the importance of street credibility, meaning that the program is sanctioned by the community. Most street credibility comes from the youth; former and current participants are their best recruiters. STRIVE also asks that soon-to-be graduates bring in a new recruit as part of their graduation. Once the out-of-school youth enter STRIVE, they find a professional environment with high expectations; warm, committed staff; and a family-style experience. By treating the older youth as adults, they are held to the same performance standard and have weekly objectives to strive towards and achieve. 

Construction Training for Youth serves out-of-school youth ages 17-21 with an emphasis on young women and male non-custodial parents. Participants receive training in a non-traditional format enabling them to secure high paying employment in the construction industry. Occupational skills training include: all apprentice building trades, math and communication skills for the workplace, computer aided drafting and life skills training. Most youth also attend GED preparation courses through the adult education system. Construction Training for Youth has a close relationship with the school district and is actually housed within a public high school. As a result, school counselors tell youth who have recently dropped out about the program. The program director, Gary Grant, makes multiple phone calls to youth who are initially interested in the program, reminding them that he and the program are there for a new path to a career and GED. Youth admit that one of the main reasons they enrolled was because of the persistent and caring personality of Mr. Grant. 

Acknowledging that success and money are two prime motivators for the youth, Mr. Grant structures the program by gradually increasing the difficulty of the projects, thereby building in successes for the youth and their self esteem. As an end-of-session incentive, trainees go shopping for work-related gear. The incentives and sense of accomplishment are not the only strategies for retention. Mr. Grant believes that if you make it possible for youth to fully participate in the program while also keeping their current employment, more youth complete the program. Earning money is a fact of survival for most trainees, so Mr. Grant communicates with current employers, educating them on the demands of the program. As a result, employers are typically more understanding as a young person juggles a job, training, education and family. 
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The Tri-County Workforce Investment Board in Butler, Pennsylvania hosted the Region II WIA Learning Exchange. The rural workforce area just north of Pittsburgh serves around 500 in and out-of-school youth and seeks to prepare them for lifelong career growth and success while also staying focused on the skill needs of local employers. Tri-County aims to develop the economic base of their rural communities by targeting career development opportunities in critical industries such as: healthcare, manufacturing, agriculture and information technology. 

To ensure that WIA programs reach all eligible youth, the Tri-County Workforce Investment Board partners with the school districts, transition coordinators, vocational rehabilitation, and WIA youth service providers to help youth with disabilities make a smooth transition from high school into a career or postsecondary opportunities. Unfortunately, such efforts to blend services and connect providers to youth and their families are the exception rather than the rule. Statistics show that only 1 in 3 youth with a disability graduate from high school; and in addition, only 1 in 3 youth with a disability who need job training actually receive training. After an initial phone call to parents asking permission to participate in their child’s transition meeting, WIA case managers along with vocational rehabilitation counselors sit in on each student’s Individualized Education Plan meetings (if they are between the ages of 14-21) to educate families and youth about career planning and opportunities available to them through their respective programs are in the community. 

Career T.R.A.C.K. is Tri-County’s main service provider for out-of-school youth (OSY) and has exceeded all their youth measures. They believe that two key ingredients to successful youth retention are 1) a strong one-on-one connection between the young person and the program staffer, who acts as a mentor and guide through the learning and skill-building process and 2) the individualized nature of each youth’s service strategy, resulting in the young people receiving exactly what they want from the program to truly help them succeed in life and the job market.

A young person's first exposure to Career T.R.A.C.K. is a critical stage and is entirely participant centered. The assessment allows the youth to discover their skill levels, abilities and interests in a fun and engaging way. This process not only combines cognitive, psycho-motor and affective tests, but also serves as a process of self-discovery and determination of the client's strengths, barriers and needs that will ultimately shape the development of the Individual Service Strategy (ISS). The ISS ties together the assessment results with appropriate employability and educational goals to plan out a timeline for success. Together, the case manager and youth participant decide on an appropriate course which may include getting a GED, securing a driver's license, enhancing daily living skills, improving academic levels or obtaining employment. Youth also go through a work readiness program to gauge certain soft skills. It is during this time that staff meet with parents and other adults critical in the young person's life to learn more about the young person to enrich their relationship with him/her and further personalize goals and expectations. Staff invest a lot of care in building this relationship and designing each strategy to each youth’s goals.  

Many of the out-of-school youth have some type of internship as a part of their training. From the beginning, Career T.R.A.C.K. staff work with employers to relay competency expectations, help them become familiar with the process of evaluating the youth’s job performance, keep in contact with the young person to assuage any problems that might come up during the job placement and finally work with the young person to find unsubsidized employment after the training is complete. The partnership that develops between the program staff, the employer and the youth results in higher completion rates and positive out-of-school youth outcomes. 

Career T.R.A.C.K.'s learning lab, located at the one-stop, offers four youth enrichment programs: basic education, G.E.D. preparation, life skills and career exploration. The programs aim to help each young person prepare for the rest of their life. The Learning Lab offers an individualized approach to education by presenting academic concepts in multiple ways so that all learning styles are respected. Learning is generally self-directed, allowing the young person to select a plan that fits his/her needs. The lab instructor offers a hands-on learning approach and acts as an adult mentor assisting in anyway possible. For example, one day the lab instructor may help a youth study for a driver's test; the next, she may teach a class on exploring possible careers. Youth earn a stipend for their on-the-job training and their academic studies.
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The First Coast Workforce Development of Jacksonville, Florida hosted the Region III WIA Learning Exchange.  WorkSource, First Coast’s service brand, serves thousands of youth each year under WIA and other funding sources and exceeds all youth performance measures. The workforce board believes in universal youth services and stresses soft skills, retention and advancement. To develop these three objectives, older out-of-school youth are treated as adults with high performance expectations. The program offers a weekly stipend to participants but pay can be docked for any expectation that is not met (for example, one tardy day). 

First Coast’s philosophy of universal youth services comes to life through the integration of the WorkKeys assessment as a critical link between school and advancing careers. A unique partnership among the workforce board, the Chamber of Commerce and the school district makes administering the WorkKeys test to every 11th grader possible. The WorkKeys skill “language” is used extensively by businesses in job descriptions and in job fairs to make sure that students with certain strengths align with their needs in the workplace. Since businesses and schools in the community all support this common skill assessment tool, certain scores on the WorkKeys also serve as a credential for employers.

First Coast also assessed their own processes to identify how youth programs and partnerships could be made more effective. The result was a revamped RFP process for in-school youth programs. Changing from a prescriptive model to a more flexible model that values providers’ creativity both in program design and organization paid off. As a result of the change, partners from the education arena more willingly jumped on board to partner with the WIA system. Up to 1,800 youth are served under these programs, with 48% of the funding coming from WIA. Education partners provide the balance. 
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The Tri-County Workforce Board in Golden, Colorado hosted the Region IV WIA Learning Exchange. Tri-County consistently exceeds their youth performance measures. A key strategy to their success is their constant drive to always make their one-stop, education and training services, paperwork, website and marketing more youth friendly. Their Workforce Center regularly holds youth focus groups to solicit feedback on their products to ensure that they are meeting the young people’s needs. 

The simple, clear message that brands their “TriCo YouthWorks” youth services is the tagline, “Everyone Starts Somewhere.” To illustrate this point and encourage youth to take a first career step, the website lists the first jobs of celebrities like Secretary Colin Powell and Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and on subsequent pages notes how earnings are linked to your level of education attainment. Focus groups have informed staff that youth view the website as an important informational tool, they value the weekly job list and they feel more comfortable with the website because it’s less threatening than walking into a one-stop. In response to these findings, TriCo hired a graphic designer to make the website as youth friendly as possible, ensure that staff update the job list with solid leads each week, and make it easy to register for the online services via email or a phone call. (Once staff get this registration information, staff follow-up with the youth at least twice, even though they may only be using the website.) Visitor counts for the first month of their redesigned website totaled 402. The top three sites visited were all job related: get a job, job postings and registration.

Focus groups are not the only way the youth voice is heard in the system. Staff stay up-to-date on popular youth culture, gather informal data by asking youth questions and access youth leadership groups to keep a pulse on what youth are seeking. They also hire youth at the Workforce Center. This awareness helps staff make their products, like a job readiness tool kit for example, culturally relevant. Staff have also found a balance in looking professional while still remaining youth friendly—this same balance was also struck in the remodel of the youth section of the one-stop.
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The South Central (SC) Workforce Council of Mankato, Minnesota hosted the Region V WIA Learning Exchange in Bloomington, Minn. The Council serves nine counties and oversees the implementation of Workforce Investment Act (WIA), welfare reform and connections between school and careers. SC has a proven track record in sustaining critical partnerships with the education community. The SC Youth Council coordinates area youth activities with WIA by reviewing the Tech Prep and Carl Perkins plans. This approach is nurtured by their partnerships and supports a true network of services for their young customers. 

Key strategies that have helped SC maintain and strengthen partnerships are keeping secondary and postsecondary education partners informed, working with employers and technical advisory council, keeping community members in the loop even if they are not at the table, and continually recruiting and orienting new partners. A benefit of these close partnerships has been the development of an alternative school called “Sober School” for chemically dependent youth.  Students can earn academic credit and receive extensive counseling.  In addition, each student has a career plan with career courses offered by the one-stop. The Sober School draws on resources from various partners in the community.

Learning Exchange participants also had the opportunity to tour an alternative school. The American Indian Opportunities Industrialization Center (AIOIC) is the premier vendor for the Minneapolis Workforce Investment Council, having exceeded all their youth measures for ten plus quarters. AIOIC’s Career Immersion High School contracts with the Minneapolis Public Schools to recover 95 percent of the per pupil expenditures when a former school dropout enrolls in their alternative school. AIOIC’s curricula are aligned with the Minnesota graduation standards and include SCANS employability competencies. After taking the statewide graduation test, students earn a state-recognized diploma, preparing them for higher education or the workplace. Students may co-enroll with a local university for college credit and may choose a career pathway, the most popular being a certified nursing assistant. WIA financial support allows the AIOIC to fund a counselor, who helps with everything from job counseling to moral support. All youth are American Indian and live in neighboring public housing projects or are court involved. 

The philosophy of the schools is to develop skills and attitudes to be successful in the workplace:  The school emphasizes the following skills: reliability, dependability, respect, punctuality and staying on task. While staff are caring, they also take an “in your face” approach to expecting students to live up to the school’s standards and have zero tolerance for any activity that endangers the safety of others. AIOIC helps with child care, provides an alarm clock, and provides umbrellas, etc…; whatever it takes to help students succeed, the staff are committed to doing. The high school has a small setting (maximum of 40 youth), lots of one-on-one attention and internet access.  They also refer students to other programs in the community like healthcare, mental health counseling, etc.
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The Greater Long Beach Workforce Development System hosted the Region VI WIA Learning Exchange.  Participants visited two site visits, the Youth Opportunity Center in Long Beach and the Los Angeles Conservation Corps’ charter school for recovered out-of-school youth. With three-quarters of a million 16-24 year olds in California out of school or unemployed, the Long Beach workforce system realized that youth desperately need caring adults, links to workplaces and education opportunities.  The answer to the call was the Long Beach Youth Opportunity Center. Developed to provide a separate youth center in a nice facility with a youth-friendly environment, a renovated bank building now houses programs that serve 14 to 24 year-olds.  Long Beach Mayor Beverly O’Neill has been a strong proponent of youth services and supportive of blending funding within city government to make the Center a reality. The Center does not receive Youth Opportunity money from the U.S. Department of Labor. To ensure that youth have a voice in the Center and in the City, board staff also support a forum of local youth that meet regularly to inform the City Council.

As a youth-only one-stop, in-school and out-of-school youth find a welcoming place to access an array of services including:

· Atlantic Community Economic Development Corporation for remediation and work-readiness training in partnership with Sylvan Career Starters;

· Opportunities for work experience through internships;

· Boys & Girls Clubs of Long Beach for individual tutoring and job training; 

· Communities-in Schools for academic remediation, work-readiness training; 

· CA State University, Long Beach Upward Bound, weekly workshops for college bound students; 

· Harbor View Group Home, tailored services for youth; 

· Responsible Father Program;

· Hire-A-Youth, employment opportunities for non-WIA eligible youth, sponsored by the South Bay Center for Counseling;

· ASPIRE: A new program contracted for three years by the county under a long-term sufficiency grant to target 240 students from the Wilson High School area—9th graders scoring below the 25th percentile.  In the program, youth get orientation, a case manager, prepare an individual service strategy (ISS) and identify their career interest.  They are then referred to non-profit subcontractors for various services like leadership and communication skill development (e.g., National Conference for Community Justice), to Parks and Recreation for field trips and private partnerships for school clubs at Wilson HS.  The program’s outcome measures are to improve grades and involvement from the community and parents (re: parenting skills, nutrition, and conflict resolution).  Many youth have not been out of Long Beach, or even to the beach.

· School for Adults Lab:  A satellite program for youth older than 18 years.  (However, the school system will allow some youth under 18 if they are either pregnant or parenting, or have been out of school for an extended period of time.)  Per pupil funding pays for the instructor.  The goal is for the youth to earn a GED or high school diploma.  Students must get 180 credits to graduate with the diploma.  The instruction is through the PLATO Pathway Learning computer program.

· School-to-Careers:  Youth attend from 3-5 p.m. every week before being placed on a job.  Rather than pay the youth for internships, an agreement with the schools allows the youth to earn ten credits for internships.  Businesses provide the training and assume the costs of the internships.  For graduation, 220 credits are required for in-school youth and 180 for out-of-school youth. Mini-grants are available for innovative programs where schools partner with businesses.

The Los Angeles Conservation Corps (LACC) is a Promising and Effective Practices Network (PEPNet) Awardee, nationally recognized by the National Youth Employment Coalition and US Department of Labor for its outstanding work with young people. LACC has 10 sites—an early childhood program, a marine science center, a Clean and Green in-school program, an Adult Corps program—plus other charter school sites, (including Eco Academy and Youth Opportunity Career High School).  Over the course of the year, they may serve 300 18-24 year olds; 3,000 in-school youth in the Clean & Green program, and the 50 students (15-17 years old) in the charter school plus about 2,000 in the tutoring program. The corps provides environmental and community services while offering corps members increased services to include education, transition to college and development of work skills.  LACC is funded through work projects (in this sense, the program works like a business), WIA for work-based training, plus per pupil funding for the charter school. Learning Exchange participants visited the Charter School for youth ages 15-17 who have been expelled from their sending schools, and heard from older out-of-school youth participating in the Adult Corps program.  

The charter school’s objective is to have each student well prepared to take the next step in life.  The school operates on three-month cycles and has open enrollment at the beginning of each cycle to replace departing students and begin new classes.  Students have a six-period day, beginning with 8 a.m. physical training, followed by courses in math, English, nutrition, science, social studies, computer skills/life skills and career/job readiness class.  The school is new; the first class graduated in July, 2003.  Students who do not graduate by age 18 are encouraged to attend the charter school for the Adult Corps.  Beginning July 1, 2003, all students must pass a statewide high school graduation exam.  

LACC’s Adult Corps provides opportunities to out-of-school youth ages 18 to 24. The corps members work one week in service/environmental activities and the next week work in the classroom on the GED or high school diplomas.  They get a stipend of up to $100 per week based on their classroom performance; and are paid full stipends based on the fees collected from the service/environmental work when in the field. Corps members can stay in the program for up to two years.  Every effort is made to tailor the program components to each youth’s time and goals.  In the adult charter school, they can get a high school diploma or focus on the GED (if their goals are to finish quickly and get in the working world).  During the last few months, corps members focus on transitions— developing resumes, job placement activities, interview readiness, job search—on 16 consecutive Fridays.
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The Tri-County Workforce Council of Yakima, Washington hosted the Rural WIA Learning Exchange. In rural areas where resources are tight, relying on your neighbors for support is a key ingredient for success. When turf and hierarchical issues are put aside, business, education and workforce development partners can combine their efforts to build a youth service system and bridge distances in their rural community by creatively using technology. With partner contributions, the Tri-County Youth Council meets via video conferencing, creates websites to serve multiple partners and youth and sustains a database of business opportunities for job shadows. 

The Yakima Chamber of Commerce uses the database linking community youth to work-based opportunities. Eight hundred businesses offer about 1,500 opportunities each year through the Chamber’s database. All work sites are organized by career pathway and geographic location in Yakima County. Opportunities are catalogued by number (without contact information available) to allow the Chamber to manage the number of students sent to a particular site. The Chamber makes the call to a business when a student or teacher is interested in setting up a job shadow experience, internship, mentorship, training, community service, interview or a group tour. Tech Prep, WIA and fee-for-service contracts with various school systems fund the database. Now school counselors and WIA case managers tap into this resource, reducing the burdens on businesses and increasing the likelihood of a happy business partner.  
The Workforce Council and school districts partner to support various alternative schools to recapture some of the estimated 1,500 dropouts. One alternative school, Excel High School in Yakima serves as a "second chance" for high school students to continue to pursue their high school diploma. Often finding that they do not thrive in the traditional school setting, they come to Excel High for the comprehensive and nurturing environment provided while they learn. More than 80 percent graduate with a high school diploma and go on to pursue other career/educational pathways including college, trade school, military or the job market. 

Students come to Excel High through established partnership agreements with their home school districts. Excel High receives 85 percent of the per pupil amount from public school districts (on a per pupil served basis). The school district keeps 15 percent of the per pupil allotment for administrative costs. They are looking into getting charter school status to avoid enrollment restrictions/limits and waiting periods to enroll students. Students’ home school districts accept the credits earned at Excel High School and certify the students for graduation. Over 120 students per year are served through this unique partnership.
Students with multiple barriers are co-enrolled in WIA and are served as out-of-school youth. As a result, WIA funding supports a full-time case worker at the school dedicated to supporting the WIA youth’s retention and success after graduating from school. An open entry and exit policy provide for a zero tolerance stance as well as a supportive environment where youth can come back if they get in trouble.  
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Since many of the Native American WIA-funded programs do not have a travel budget, a Native American Learning Exchange was not feasible. To reach the same audience and endeavor to broaden promising practices, three sessions were presented at the Native American and Native Indian Employment and Training Conference. Two programs were highlighted at the conference. Staff from the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation’s Lakota YouthBuild in South Dakota addressed recruiting and retention of out-of-school youth as well as their leadership development philosophy. Staff from ALU LIKE, Inc. in Hawaii also addressed the leadership topic.

Lakota YouthBuild shows out-of-school youth ages 17-24 a path out of negative cycles of behavior and into positive, self-sustaining behaviors and actions through education, counseling and workforce development. Trainees earn a training stipend while participating in the program and gain valuable life and job skills to be successful. They recruit out-of-school youth with the help of their current trainees who not only recruit by word-of-mouth, but also put on a local radio show once a week where accomplishments of the YouthBuild and the youth are shared with the community. They also place a recruiting ad in their Native-focused newspaper. Although any eligible youth may apply to the YouthBuild, 100 percent of trainees are Native American and residents of the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. Their average age is 21, and 87 percent are parents. Retaining the youth hinges on both a positive youth development approach and on practical supports like transportation and childcare—necessities for continued participation. 

Because leadership training is one of the performance measures WIA Native grantees can choose to incorporate into their programs, the leadership session asked the Lakota YouthBuild and ALU LIKE to share their perspectives on leadership development. 

ALU LIKE, Inc. operates employment and training programs for adults and youth on five major Hawaiian Islands - Kaua'i, O'ahu, Maui, Moloka'i, and the Big Island.  ALU LIKE strives to empower the youth to be leaders by teaching them solid workplace skills. The program integrates leadership and soft skills into every activity and each orientation. Concentrating on industry-specific work skills, plus soft skills like speech and dress help the youth build their confidence, so they can be a leader. All youth make a presentation based on their work-based experience. They also keep a journal to help them reflect on what they learn and on what being a leader means to them. ALU LIKE staff speak with supervisors to find ways to build leadership opportunities into their training, like being in charge on a job site and project-based learning that explores effective leadership.

For the Lakota YouthBuild, leadership roles are earned first by demonstrating that the youth have cultivated respect in themselves and respect of others.  This definition of leadership stems from their culture. Traditionally Lakota elders select leaders based on their accomplishments for the community and on how they walk with others, not how they walk in front of others. Staff note subtle demonstrations of leadership and gently guide the youth to develop it further. For example, youth show leadership in their choices to not waste their money on partying but instead spending responsibly to support their children. Trainees also show great leadership by respecting themselves enough to turn away from negative peer pressures. Trainees demonstrate respect for others by keeping each other honest with rules regarding no cursing, no drug use and in giving space to people to speak their mind in the bimonthly ‘rap sessions.’

Trainees who demonstrate responsible leadership skills are chosen for particular jobs on the worksite and are chosen to represent the program at national and regional conferences. On the worksite, the construction staff decide who will be the crew boss, the one in charge of tools and the one responsible for site safety. The crew boss has the most responsibility. That trainee must be the first to arrive and the last to go home. The construction staff observe the youth and their team interactions. If the crew boss starts to wield their power by ordering others around in a disrespectful or unnecessary way, the construction manager takes away the privilege because authority is not seen as something to abuse but rather as a tool to better develop them as a leader. 
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“The Exchange helped us get more concrete with what we needed to do. Now, we’ve broadened our system, which is a lot more effective.”


Respondent from Minnesota











“Now we are thinking more in terms of a system rather than just programs; we are looking at total youth development.”


Ohio Respondent





“Because the whole Exchange program kicked a new focus into the Youth Council, the potential of the Youth Council is now known. We know more of what we should be doing in more concrete terms.”


Montana Respondent





“We took different concepts from practices and implemented them in our program. We were able to recruit from such a wide range of youth that we filled the gap in our program.”


Mississippi Respondent








� The Alaska Exchange followed a different format and participants were not asked to complete the same evaluation; therefore, their responses are excluded from this summary report.  


� Ivry, Robert; Doolittle, Fred. (2002) Improving the Economic and Life Outcomes of At-Risk Youth. New York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation. (p. 6)


� Ibid. p. 10
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