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Executive Summary

The National Institute to Unlock Potential (NIUP) convened a diverse group of
stakeholders, Including young people, community-based organizations
(CBOs), and employers to develop a framework for collaborative, equity-
focused employment programs for Opportunity Youth. The NIUP specifically
focused on supporting Black and Brown Opportunity Youth who have
experienced parental incarceration, the foster care system, the criminal legal
system, or human trafficking. These individuals are statistically more likely to
be involved in the justice system in the future. By providing targeted support
and resources, NIUP aims to reduce this risk and help these youth thrive. This
document represents the vision NIUP partners crafted for advancing
Opportunity Youth programming, intended as a foundational resource for
ongoing work to translate these best practices and guiding principles into
concrete, actionable tools for practice.

As the next step in the evolution of workforce development programming for
Opportunity Youth, the NIUP recommends that communities and funders
pursue collaborative, equity-focused programs in which young people, CBOs,
and employers co-create a program uniquely responding to local context.
Community-based organizations cannot solve disconnection on their own,
employers are called on to enter into a space of learning as equal partners in
redesigning systems. While a backbone organization can support the
coordination and convening of partners, partners must work together to define
pathways that work for young people.

To guide the development of such collaborative efforts, NIUP has
identified 10 Areas of Practice that all stakeholders are called on to
engage, supporting one another to actively learn and adapt. This
framework builds on the expertise and experience of our young people and
the many partners who do this work each day.
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10 AREAS OF PRACTICE

COLLABORATION

Each initiative should work together to define how they want to work together, what level of
collaboration they are willing and able to engage with, and to develop the infrastructure and
behaviors needed to collaborate effectively.

EQUITY

Partners must work together to build a shared understanding of their system's current and
2 historical disparities, what equity looks like for their programming, and specific strategies to
move towards equity.

YOUTH VOICE AND LEADERSHIP

Develop a strategy and practices to support authentic youth engagement in program design,
implementation, and adaptation at the initiative level and within each of the partner organizations.

CONTINUOUS DATA-DRIVEN LEARNING

Build the capacity and infrastructure to regularly collect, analyze, and report on process and
outcome data with breakdowns by race and other marginalized identities, share findings, and take

action.

PROGRAM DESIGN

Young leaders, CBOs, and employers co-create a program that addresses the needs of young
5 people and connects them with supportive employment opportunities in a streamlined way.

EQUIPPING STAFF

Provide ongoing training and professional development for CBO and employer staff working with
6 Opportunity Youth.

RECRUITING YOUNG PEOPLE

o Deploy multiple recruitment strategies tailored to the young people your program is designed to
serve.

WRAPAROUND SERVICES

Provide comprehensive wraparound services to address the barriers that often lead to
8 disconnection through both CBO services and supports provided by employers.

SUPPORTIVE EMPLOYMENT

young person through the application and hiring process, ensuring adequate training, and

9 Preparing young people for employment, navigating employment opportunities, supporting the
supporting long-term retention and growth on a pathway that can lead to economic well-being.

EDUCATION SUPPORTS

Provide supports for young people to complete education programs, trainings, or credentialing
that further career pathways.




Introduction

As of 2020, 12.6% of all young people in the US in that age group were
disconnected from work or school (Lewis, 2022). This population of young
people is referred to as Opportunity Youth and they face significant challenges
created and sustained by our current systems. To grapple with how
communities are currently responding to these conditions and how to move
forward in the journey towards changing our systems to work for all young
people, the NIUP convened a diverse group of stakeholders, including young
people, community-based organizations (CBOs), and employers. These
partners worked to develop a framework for collaborative, equity-focused
employment programs for Opportunity Youth of color. The NIUP specifically
focused on Black and Brown Opportunity Youth who had experienced parental
incarceration, the foster care system, the criminal legal system, or human
trafficking.

This document is the result of that work, outlining the vision NIUP partners
crafted for advancing Opportunity Youth programming. The framework is
intended as a foundational resource for ongoing work to translate these best
practices and guiding principles into concrete, actionable tools for practice.
The NIUP recommends communities and funders pursue collaborative,
equity-focused programs in which young people, CBOs, and employers co-
create a program that uniquely responds to the local context. To guide the
development of such collaborative efforts, NIUP has identified 10 Areas of
Practice that all stakeholders are called on to engage, supporting one another
to actively learn and adapt. This framework builds on the expertise and
experience of our young people and the many partners who do this work each
day.

Introduction /




Purpose of this Framework

The NIUP is developing a guiding framework for organizations to implement
effective first-chance workforce development programs for Opportunity Youth.
Our focus is on Black and Brown youth who have experienced the legal or
carceral system, the foster care system, parental incarceration, and/or human
trafficking as minors.

This framework document focused on the foundational principles and
elements envisioned by the NIUP for an equity-focused, collaborative first-
chance hiring program. It is intended as a resource for any service
organization, funder, or employer interested in or currently implementing a
first-chance hiring or workforce development program that serves Black and
Brown Opportunity Youth. The NIUP is casting a vision for a collaborative,
equity-focused approach to workforce development programming for
Opportunity Youth that goes beyond a transactional or referral model,
requiring equal partnership across young people, community-based
organizations, and employers. While this level of partnership and

collaboration is not the best fit or best place to start for all communities for any
number of reasons, the NIUP firmly believes that there is no wrong place to
start. Every step taken to change local education and employment pathways
to center young people, focus on equity, and streamline the process is a step
toward our vision. The invitation of this initiative is to reflect on what is relevant
and helpful to your community and program.

The NIUP hopes that this resource will serve as a foundation for ongoing work
to translate these best practices and guiding principles into concrete,
actionable tools for practice.

Purpose of this Framework

1In

of Hispanic
youth are
more likely to
recelive an
adult prison
sentence

430/0 of trafficking
victims are Black

women and girls

63% oflabor

trafficking victims
are Hispanic women
and girls

Black children are 4X
more likely to become
justice-involved

Black children have
Incarcerated parents

800/0 of all

men In foster
care will be

arrested by
their mid-20s

Black youth are
arrested at a rate of

2.5X
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National Institute to Unlock
Potential's Equity Statement

Our commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion implores us to reimagine all
systems that contribute to youth being disconnected and deepen inequities In
education and employment.

Currently, racism is inherently embedded in policies that we tend to adopt and
implement in our practices and programming to secure funding further
perpetuating systems that promote racial inequity, high barriers, and low
resources for communities of color, specifically Black, Indigenous, and
Hispanic/Latine communities, to advance social and economic wellbeing.

Our systems must instead center on young people's needs, values, and
voices to achieve outcomes and promote opportunities for current and future
generations. Acknowledging racial equity and building systems focused on
addressing racial disparities in quality employment with livable wages and
education with non-traditional pathways to increase positive outcomes for all
youth.

We stand firm in our commitment to all youth having access to quality
employment and educational opportunities.

Equity Statement

FOR THE BETTERMENT OF ALL, LET US STRIVE TO
EMBRACE EMPATHY, CULTIVATE UNDERSTANDING,
AND NURTURE COMPASSION. BY DOING SO, WE
CAN CREATE A WORLD WHERE KINDNESS AND
COOPERATION FLOURISH, BENEFITING EACH
INDIVIDUAL AND THE COLLECTIVE WHOLE.

12



A Call to Reimagine Systems
that Lead to Disconnection

Opportunity Youth are young people aged 16 to 24 who are either
disconnected from work or school (Lewis, 2022). The NIUP recognizes that
Institutions such as the education, legal, and economic systems have created
the racial disparities that we observe Iin disconnection rates among our young
people by perpetuating white supremacist policies and culture. Nationally,
Black, Hispanic, and Native American children are less likely to graduate from
high school than their white counterparts (Lewis, 2022).

Black and Latino workers are compensated less than their white
counterparts and are more likely to be employed without key benefits
such as health coverage, paid leave, or retirement plans (Sullivan et al.,
2015). Youth with incarcerated parents are at a high risk for disconnection due
to the disruptions that parental incarceration can cause within their family units
(Shlafer et al., 2019). Youth with foster care histories experience higher rates
of disconnection from work and school than the national rate, with 30% of
foster care youth neither working nor in school at age 21. Youth who return
home from incarceration often face challenges in reintegrating into society
and find themselves feeling segregated from civic life (Smith, 2013).

Despite these statistics, our young people are not defined by their
disconnection and continue to have dreams and aspirations for themselves
even as they continue to navigate the many systematic barriers and
challenges that they face. Our commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion
Implores us to reimagine all systems that contribute to youth being
disconnected and to design systems that intentionally work to close racial
disparities in education and employment. The NIUP conducted a landscape
scan to understand the current state of Opportunity Youth, especially those in
the four focus populations. The findings of this scan are shared in the
Opportunity Youth Landscape report.

HISPANIC
$0.73
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Framework for a Collaborative, Equity-
Focused Opportunity Youth Program

As we have described in the Opportunity Youth Landscape report, the racial
disparities and challenges faced by Opportunity Youth are created
systematically by institutions, pathways, and policies that do not work for
young people of color who have experienced parental incarceration, foster
care, the criminal legal system, and/or human trafficking. While community-
level direct service programs will not solve systemic issues on their own,
collaborative, equity-focused community programs can and do shift local
systems, creating and improving pathways for local young people and
demonstrating effective practices that can be scaled or incorporated into
policy and advocacy work across the country.

As the next step in the evolution of workforce development programming for
Opportunity Youth, the NIUP recommends an equity-focused program
model In which young people, CBOs, and employers co-create the
program. Communities can expand their effort to include any other
stakeholders who are part of their ecosystem and willing to commit to this
process, such as educational or governmental organizations. This model goes
beyond transactional referral or training and job placement relationships,
centering the relationships across partners and young people as components
of the program.

This approach asks that all partners enter with a learning mindset and a
commitment to adopting policies and practices that advance racial equity.
Throughout the partnership and co-creation process, the collaborative must
work together to build a shared equity lens, center youth voice and leadership,
and cultivate collaboration and true partnership across participating
organizations.

Collaborative Equity-Focused Program 15

The program that is created through the partnership may not be new services,
but rather a new flow and process across partners to streamline the
connections from services to supportive employment opportunities. In many
cases, CBOs are already providing many of the services described in this
framework, and employers are seeking to recruit young talent. The unique
value of the collaborative approach is to bring those stakeholders
together with young people to create communities and workflows that
remove barriers and allow young people to move easily and with
support from crisis to stabilization to thriving. As such, the relationships
across each of the partner groups are essential components of the program,
and the progress of the collaborative effort can be measured by changes In
how partners work together and how they meet the needs of the young people
they serve.

Within this collaborative approach, there are four key roles that we believe are
minimum requirements. However, each community must work to customize
the approach to their unique context. For example, an Initiative that strongly
focuses on education completion may consider education partners equally as
essential as employers.

Collaborative Equity-Focused Program 16



In this model, the backbone organization assumes responsibility for
convening and coordinating across all partners, leading the co-creation
process for stakeholders to design a program that meets the needs of local
young people while being feasible and sustainable within their organizations.
There are many approaches to structuring the backbone organization and
may evolve (Weaver, 2016). The backbone may initially also take the lead in
identifying and approaching potential CBO and employer partners that align
with the values of the collaborative, communicating the potential benefits of
joining the collaborative and the expectations that will apply to participating
organizations.

The backbone may also drive the development of the collaborative's
approaches to racial equity and youth engagement, to ensure a shared
understanding, shared power, and Iintegrated strategies. Throughout these
processes, the backbone’s role is as a facilitator and support, equipping
collaborative members to generate the work.

Collaborative Equity-Focused Program 17




Young leaders who are supported and equipped to participate in the
collaboration as full partners can bring their feedback and perspective on how
the proposed program aligns with the needs and goals of young people in their
communities, as well as assume some responsibilities in the collaborative.
Young people with lived experience of disconnection are experts in this space
and their voices and perspectives must be centered. This Is often
accomplished through Youth Advisory Boards supported by the backbone or
CBO partners (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2014). Successful Youth Advisory
Boards attend to strong onboarding for new members, clarity about their role
and how they can contribute to the collaborative, and high-quality meeting
facilitation and follow through. For more in-depth information about supporting
young leaders and engaging young people more broadly, see the NIUP's,
Unlocking Youth Voice report.

Community-based organizations bring the direct services that they offer to
their communities as well as their expertise in their local context. Community-
based organizations (CBQOs) play a critical role in our nation’s pathways for
Opportunity Youth, providing supports, building connected relationships, and
walking alongside young people to navigate the myriad of systems they
encounter. CBOs are often trusted hubs in their communities, responding
directly to the needs of the people they serve through their services and
programming. Collaborative initiatives may seek to recruit multiple CBOs to
build a network of providers with strong referral pathways and follow-ups or
may choose to partner with one or two key CBOs and focus on customizing
their services for this collaborative program. As partners in a collaborative
program, CBOs would be expected to engage fully in the co-creation process
to arrive at a program plan that will work inside their organization and with all
other partners; build trusting relationships with one another; and implement
the components of the program that they are responsible for. Representation
from the CBO partners will ideally include organizational decision-makers and
direct service staff who will be responsible for implementing the program.

Collaborative Equity-Focused Program 19

Collaborative Equity-Focused Program

Employer partners bring job opportunities in careers with high earning
potential and benefits, as well as expertise on the local and national job
markets and what skills are needed. Not all employers are an ideal fit for an
equity-focused, collaborative program model. The collaborative should work
to identify and recruit employers who are strongly invested In the
collaborative’'s vision and willing to change their recruitment, hiring,
employment practices, and align their referral and data processes with CBO
partners. Just as with CBO partners, employers are responsible for fully
participating in the co-creation process for the program; investing in their
relationships with the community, CBOs, and young people; and implementing
their components of the program. Again, the representation will ideally include
organizational decision-makers, managers, or other staff working directly with
young people and CBOs to implement the program.

20



10 AREAS OF
PRACTICE

Within the collaborative, equity-focused framework outlined above, the NIUP
has identified 10 areas of practice that every stakeholder is called to cultivate
iInternally within their organization and in their relationships with young people
and other partner organizations. These areas of practice will look different on
the ground for each collaborative and each organization within those
collaboratives. They reflect best practices from literature as well as the lived
experience and expertise of the members of the NIUP. While these elements
apply across all direct service programs, here we consider them specifically
through the lens of Opportunity Youth of color. In the diagram below, the outer
circle represents the broader collaborative effort within which individual CBO
programs will be situated in partnerships with other CBOs, young leaders, the
backbone organization, employers, and other stakeholders.

The areas of practice themselves are interconnected - learning and growth in
one area will always inform growth and change in other areas. They are also
iterative - through the life of a program, an organization will ideally go through
this cycle many times, revisiting program design based on what is learned and
what has changed for the young people you serve. Because we operate in the
real world with real constraints, it is also often nonlinear - an organization may
make strides in one area while struggling in another, or changes may happen
simultaneously in multiple areas.

An organization can begin in any area of practice, starting where it makes the
most sense for them based on their unique context, whether that is where they
have the most clarity, momentum, or resources to devote to changing their
practices. Once begun, an organization can move into building other areas of
practice, balancing feasibility and the urgency to create meaningful change
within their organization.

The 10 practice areas can be broken into two groups: Three foundational
practices that underpin all efforts within the collaborative initiative, and seven
practices that make up the creation and maintenance of meaningful pathways
for Opportunity Youth. The remainder of this document provides a brief
overview of each area of practice and how it applies to CBOs and employers
In particular.

21

10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
FOUNDATIONAL PRACTICES

N
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-
#1 COLLABORATION

There are many collaboration models available, and each initiative should work together
to define how they want to collaborate and what level of collaboration they are willing and
able to engage with. In addition to the critical work of coordinating services and building
referral networks, investing in collaborative behaviors and processes can lead to truly
generative spaces in which partners from across stakeholder groups put aside the
agendas of their specific organizations and engage in authentic reimagining of how their
parts of the system can work differently. Excellent resources are available to guide the
development of collaborative practices and infrastructure. Below are guiding questions
that can support your initiative to strengthen collaboration.

QUESTION 3

Does our voice need to be
Inserted into the conversation
Or can we leverage our power

to convene the necessary

voices?

22



10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
FOUNDATIONAL PRACTICES

6

#2 EQUITY LENS

Partners need to work together to build a shared understanding of the current disparities
present In their system and the historical and current contexts that contribute to those
disparities. As part of this work, the NIUP recommends that collaboratives dedicate
structured time to define equity for their initiative, review and process recent data on
disparities, and unpack how racialized histories create current disparities and barriers.
From this strong shared understanding, the group can work together to articulate their
collaborative commitments to advance equity and identify practices for assessing their
work against those commitments. Below are guiding questions to support your
collaborative’s development of an equity lens.

QUESTION 3

How does this policy, program,
practice, decision-making
process, or decision increase
belonging, meaning, well-
being, and justice for
Opportunity Youth”? How does
It produce or worsen any
disparities?

23

10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
FOUNDATIONAL PRACTICES

#3 YOUTH ENGAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

A commitment to authentic youth engagement is critical at the initiative level and within
each partner organization. To support collaboratives in developing research-based youth
engagement and leadership strategies, the NIUP has developed a separate guide titled
Unlocking Youth Voice to accompany this framework. Readers are encouraged to refer to
that document for further details. In addition, the following are guiding questions to support
your collaboration in strategizing around youth engagement.

QUESTION 3

Have we provided youth
opportunities to speak, lead,
train, or create policies that are
used beyond your
organization?

24



#4 CONTINUOUS DATA-DRIVEN LEARNING AND ACTION

10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES

O

Across both CBOs and employer organizations, leaders and staff manage their
organizations’ internal measures of success. As such, what and how an organization
chooses to measure can powerfully shape the work. In entering into a collaborative
initiative to create an integrated pathway, working towards a shared set of well-defined
measures of success can provide the clarity and accountability needed to support
Implementation on the ground. Specifically, it is strongly recommended that collaborative
Opportunity Youth programs adopt shared measures for collaboration, youth engagement,
and advancing racial equity. These measures can be Implemented at both the
collaborative level, to help partners understand the progress and impact of the entire
Initiative and within each partner organization.

/
. ||

A

.
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Measuring key outcomes by race and other key demographic categories is a current gap
for many CBOs and employers. A recent report from Race Forward (2017) found that
although 58% of the CBOs surveyed indicated that they have observed racial disparities
IN how clients are served in workforce development programs, only 25% of those CBOs
regularly track and report on racial disparities in their program's outcomes. While
employers may be more likely to collect data to understand equity issues, they may not
report it. JUST Capital's 2022 Corporate Racial Equity Tracker project, which collects data
on the largest 100 employers in the US, found that 23% of those employers disclose
diversity targets for hiring, workforce composition, promotion, or retention by race/ethnicity

and only 7% disclose their internal hire or promotion rate by race/ethnicity (JUST Capital,
2022).

To continue to center and drive towards racial equity, our CBO and employer partners
must build the capacity and infrastructure to regularly collect, analyze, and report on
process and outcome data with breakdowns by race and other marginalized identities,
sharing what they learn with their collaborative partners and the young people they serve.
Infrastructure and capacity to collect and utilize data varies widely across organizations.
As such, part of the collaborative work may be to offer resources or capacity building
around data and learning. This practice can shift the culture around data and evaluation
to one of learning and growth, centering the shared commitment to developing a pathway
that truly works for the young people in the community.

Measuring the implementation and impact of the pathways developed by the collaborative
will be critical to understanding what is working and can be scaled or replicated in other
settings. The specific measures designed by the collaborative will be context-specific and
may be implemented in phases. All measures should align with the overarching shared
vision that the collaborative Is working towards.

26



10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES
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#5 PROGRAM DESIGN

Within the context of a collaborative, equity-focused initiative to develop first-chance hiring
programs for Opportunity Youth of Color, the program design should be developed through
a co-creation process with young people, CBOs, and employers engaging as equal
partners. Young leaders have the opportunity to design a pathway that would work for
them and their peers. CBOs have an opportunity to envision what programming addresses
the barriers young people face. Employers have the opportunity to envision hiring and
employment experiences that truly support young people, releasing institutional practices
or historical ways of doing business that perpetuate disparities. CBOs and employers
must collaborate to determine how their communications and processes can integrate to
create a streamlined pathway for young people.

As part of the program design process, we recommend that the collaborative gather input
from multiple sources. It is important to revisit each of these throughout the life of an
Initiative, as the needs of your community will shift over time. While you and your partners
may Identify additional elements, we recommend a program design process incorporate
at least the following inputs.

4

v

' & S

EMPLOYER YOUTH CBO 7

'

Based on these inputs, the collaborative can decide what elements to include and how the
pathways should operate. As they reach clarity, they can create a shared map of the
program to understand how young people will move through the program and how the
partners will work together at each stage, including communication, data sharing, and
workflows. Common tools to assist in developing a shared understanding of the program
iInclude theories of change and logic models, program manuals and flow charts, and
memorandums of understanding.

28



10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES

0

#6 EQUIPPING STAFF TO IMPLEMENT THE PROGRAM

Once the program design is ready to be tested in the real world, staff at CBO and employer
organizations must be equipped. Hopefully, the program will represent a clear shift in
practices away from business as usual and thus will require staff to learn a different
process. It is clear from the literature that meaningful, supportive relationships between
young people and adults are critical to the success of Opportunity Youth programs; from
the perspective of the young person, their direct care staff member, and their manager are
the programs. Both CBOs and employers need to address four key areas to equip their
staff to implement an equity-focused Opportunity Youth program. These elements may not
be exhaustive, and all areas of practice should be adapted to the collaborative's unique
context.

29
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10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES
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#/ RECRUITING YOUNG PEOPLE

Recruitment of young people is a critical area. In our review of the literature, we found that
recruiting Opportunity Youth is challenging for both CBOs and employers. Four principles
emerged that underpin effective strategies for reaching and recruiting Opportunity Youth
into workforce development programs.
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10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES Some of the core elements common across many models for providing wraparound

services include:

#8 WRAPAROUND SERVICES THAT ADDRESS
STABILITY FIRST

We define wraparound services as comprehensive, coordinated services customized to
meet the needs of each young person. Wraparound services that remove barriers and
create positive supports have an incredibly strong evidence base and are critical for
Opportunity Youth as they address the social determinants of work. Social determinants
of work include social factors, such as family income, health and access to health care,
housing quality and affordability, and access to child care all strongly influence what job
opportunities are available and sustainable for individuals. These social factors are all
Impacted and shaped by our country's history of racialized policies, creating the
population disparities we see in the social determinants of work (Langston et al., 2021).
Access to comprehensive wraparound services Is one of the primary reasons that people
of color matriculate through workforce development programs (Race Forward, 2017).

As such, providing comprehensive wraparounds Is critical to addressing racial equity.
While the connection to stable career paths with high earning potentials is the end goal of
many programs for Opportunity Youth, stabilization should come first for all young people,
with the focus shifting to education and employment only when a young person feels ready
and has addressed barriers that previously kept them disconnected (Warland et al., 2015).
Ongoing wraparound services are critical to supporting young people’s retention In
employment opportunities as they help maintain stability and can be Iincreased or
customized to address challenges or crises as they arise in young people’s lives. In this
way, comprehensive wraparounds are perhaps the most essential ingredient in any
programming for Opportunity Youth.

In the NIUP'’s vision for a collaborative Opportunity Youth program, employers are called
upon to share responsibility and ownership for providing supports to young people who
enter their workforce. Often community-based organizations assume full responsibility for
wraparound services, but as young people begin employment they often have less time
and bandwidth to continue engaging with CBOs and fall out of contact. Employers can
step into that gap, taking responsibility for reconnecting young people to services or
resources as they are needed and making such services accessible through the
workplace.
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Some of the specific wraparound services that emerge again and again as critical for
Opportunity Youth are listed below. For many Opportunity Youth, one or more of these
needs going unmet is often the primary cause of their disconnection, impacting their
attendance and retention in education and employment. Additionally, many young people
work multiple low-wage jobs simply to cover their basic needs. Addressing these needs is
typically a prerequisite for young people to be able to engage in education or employment
pathways successfully. The specific services that your collaborative program provides as
part of the program should be tailored to the needs of your young people and the context
of your local community. Where possible, universal services offered to all young people
regardless of background provide support without singling them out, which reduces stigma
(Benninger et al., 2023).
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SUPPORTS MOST COMMONLY HELPFUL FOR
OPPORTUNITY YOUTH
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10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES

#9 SUPPORTIVE EMPLOYMENT

This area of practice encompasses preparing young people for employment, navigating
employment opportunities and determining a good match, supporting the young person
through the application and placement process, ensuring young people are adequately
trained once hired, and supporting long term retention and growth on a pathway that can
lead to economic well being. While the specific design of each Opportunity Youth first-
chance hiring program will vary by the community’'s needs and capabilities of the partners,
it takes both CBOs and employers to create work situations that are sustainable for young
people.
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High-Quality Career Navigation and Low-Barrier On-Ramps. CBOs can provide
employment and career navigation that is youth-centered and focused on supporting
young people in identifying the path that best fits them. This often includes providing
information on high-demand jobs and career paths; supporting the job search, resume
development, and Iinterviewing process, and building warm connections or actual
placement agreements with employer partners (Practitioner Task Force on Modernizing
Career Navigation Policy, 2022). An added layer that will apply to many Opportunity Youth
IS navigating the “benefits cliff” — a term used for the sudden and often sharp decrease In
public benefits that can occur with a small increase in earned income (Introduction to
Benefits Cliffs and Public Assistance Programs, 2022). As part of career navigation, CBOs
can help young people understand and forecast how their families’ benefits will be
impacted by specific job opportunities.

Employers can support the career navigation process for young people who are and are
not employees. For young people exploring options, employers can offer opportunities for
them to gain direct exposure in a field through demonstrations, tours or visits, and
informational interviews. Short-term job trials in which young people are paid as a full-time
staff member give them the opportunity for direct experience. For young people fully hired,
rotations through departments and opportunities to shadow team members In other jobs
broaden exposure to potential career paths (Warland et al., 2015).

Earning an Income while Developing Skills. Opportunity Youth often need to be able to
earn income while participating in programming to develop their skills (National Council of
Young Leaders, 2020; Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). Earn-and-learn models, often
called work-based learning or apprenticeship programs, are specifically designed to
address this need. Collaborative programs should work to ensure compensation if offered
as part of youth development and training programming to eliminate this barrier for young
people. Paid work is also important for building a work history. This might be achieved by
CBOs offering compensation for participation in in-house trainings, CBOs providing
financial support for young people who are completing an education program, or

employers offering paid apprenticeships, Iinternships, or other earn-and-learn
opportunities (Warland et al., 2015; Grobe et al., 2015).
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Skills development encompasses essential and technical skills needed in specific jobs
and may be offered by the CBO partners, employer partners, or both. Many young people
will be ready to begin a training or earn-and-learn opportunity with an employer. Still, many
others with limited or no prior work experience have had fewer opportunities to learn the
implicit expectations of employers and the variety of skills and behaviors needed to
maintain employment (Warland et al., 2015). They may be interested in participating in
training for careers but do not yet have the skills needed to succeed in a job training or
apprenticeship program offered by employer partners. One such skill gap that CBOs and
employers can work to close for young people of color originates with the digital divide.

The vast majority of job postings (92%) require digital skills, and this requirement is
consistent across all industries, regardless of company size (Bergson-Shilcock et al.,
2023). Nationally, racial gaps Iin access to high-speed internet and ownership of
computers create a digital skills gap that limits job opportunities for people of color (Walia,
2020), and lack of access to the internet and phone are often barriers for Opportunity
Youth (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). Programs participating in the Youth/Industry
Partnership Initiative found it most effective when CBOs created on-ramps to these
training experiences by focusing on developing essential skills and job readiness before
young people began job training (Grobe et al., 2015).

Supportive Employment Environments with Benefits. \While both CBOs and
employers can support retention through wraparound services, creating a supportive work
environment that offers meaningful benefits and other resources has a significant impact
on retention. During the recruitment of employer partners to participate in the Opportunity
Youth initiative, CBOs, and the backbone organization should make it clear that employers
will be expected to offer such benefits to the positions included in the program and focus
on recruiting employers who are willing and able to do so. Benefits such as medical
iInsurance, dental and vision insurance, paid time off, and sick leave are often just as

critical to Opportunity Youth as competitive pay (Langston et al., 2021; National Council of
Young Leaders, 2020; Polaris, 2023).
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As mentioned above, many Opportunity Youth face the benefits cliff when their income
iIncreases, which can deter young people from accepting jobs with high incomes but
benefits too scant to replace the support they would otherwise receive. Employers should
seek the input of young people in the program and their organization about what benefits
have the most impact on them (National Council of Young Leaders, 2020). Tuition
assistance or reimbursement, providing a cell phone, and an internet stipend are
examples of benefits that may cost the company relatively little and have a significant
impact on young staff. Employee Assistance Programs available to all staff make mental
health care services more accessible, reducing barriers to critical support that many
Opportunity Youth need.

Beyond benefits, employers can create a supportive environment by encouraging and
equipping supervisors to invest in one-on-one relationships with Opportunity Youth, as has
been emphasized through this document. Young people entering a new employment
situation benefit from supervisors and on-the-job mentors who take the time to provide
training, modeling, and feedback (National Mentoring Resource Center, 2022; Grobe et
al., 2015). Offering clear job expectations that balance accountability and flexibility is key
to equipping young people to succeed. Employers can also be a critical link back to CBO
wraparound services when young people encounter new barriers after securing
employment. Within the collaborative, strong warm referral processes that flow both from
the CBO to employers and from employers to CBOs should be established.

Support Entrepreneurial Pathways. Many young people are interested in pursuing
entrepreneurship and starting their businesses, rather than pursuing traditional
employment (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). CBOs and employers can support these
young people by offering training in business and financial management skills, connecting
young people with mentors, and giving young people experience and learning
opportunities around project management on the job (National Council of Young Leaders,
2020; Spaulding & Martin-Caughey, 2015). Working closely with a supervisor can be a
tremendous learning experience through modeling, mentorship, and coaching. CBOs can
also connect young people with seed funding or offer small business accelerator
programs.
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10 AREAS OF PRACTICE:
PATHWAY PRACTICES

@

#10 EDUCATION SUPPORTS

Services that support young people in completing education programs are consistently
described as critical to creating pathways to long-term financial stability and thriving for
young people. As part of a collaborative first-chance hiring program, a community may
focus on any number of educational pathways, including high school diplomas or
equivalent, higher education, vocational or trade training programs, and certifications.
Educational organizations may be recruited as partners in the collaborative program and
work towards integrating a trauma- informed approach through their work, given the reality
that many of their students have been impacted by trauma.

Just as with employment, re-engagement in education must come after young people
have been able to stabilize by addressing immediate needs. Once a young person has
reengaged with education, ongoing wraparound services are critical to supporting their
retention, maintaining stability, and ramping up or down to address challenges as they
arise In young people’s lives (National Council of Young Leaders, 2020). Without
wraparound services, the challenges that led young people to disconnect from education
and work will continue to impact them, and may again cause disconnection. In addition to
wraparounds, the following components are also often included to re-engage Opportunity
Youth in educational pathways. Support for re-engaging young people in education is
often along three dimensions.
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Preparation & Education
Navigation

Financial Assistance

Academic & Peer
Supports
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Unlock Potential Case Study
Pilot Summary

The Unlock Potential (UP) Pilot was a first-chance hiring program for
Opportunity Youth with a focus on those who had experienced parental
incarceration, the foster care system, criminal or legal system involvement, or
human trafficking. The pilot was implemented from December 2022 through
December 2023 In five cities: Houston and Dallas, TX, Nashville and
Memphis, TN, and Atlanta, GA. Persevere and the Responsible Business
Initiative for Justice (RBIJ) served as co-backbone organizations for the pilot,
with Persevere responsible for identifying and recruiting CBO partners and

RBIJ responsible for recruiting and preparing employer partners in each
participating city.

Young people who were ages 16 to 24, had no prior convictions, and were
enrolled in a participating CBQO's services were recruited. The pilot included
three components: wraparound services through their CBO, participation in a
Youth Development Training and Peer Support Network, and placement in
employment with participating employers. The evaluation of the pilot included
an assessment of youth outcomes, youth interviews and a focus group, and
focus groups with the CBO partners.

Overall the pilot was successful, serving a total of 59 young people, 36 of
whom became employed. Of all the hires made in the pilot, 39% of them were
with employers participating in UP. Young people who completed follow-up
evaluations (15) experienced significant improvement in their childcare
situation, as well as major improvements in their employment and housing
situations. The pilot offered many lessons learned at both the collaborative
level and at the service delivery and employment level.

Case Study

141 Youth Reached

36 Employed

39

Engaged
In Youth
Development

Training

o

Cities In

3

States

{

Employers
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