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Educational attainment defines workforce success, 
and a robust workforce drives economic stability and 
growth. Therefore, everyone has a stake in developing 
systems that promote strong education outcomes and 
successful transitions to the labor market: businesses 
and employers that aim to simultaneously build up 
the next generation of consumers and strengthen the 
future workforce; elected officials who wish to sustain 
the city’s current prosperity and growth; parents and 
concerned community members who want a vibrant, 
healthy community; and youth themselves, who by and 
large want to lead stable, productive lives.

Momentum has been building—now is the time for the District of Columbia to 
develop such a system. Recent studies suggest thousands of youth between the 
ages of 16–24 are disconnected, which is commonly understood to mean young 
people who are neither in school nor working. High dropout and unemployment 
rates and low post-secondary education attainment rates among District youth 
have led to a series of thoughtful and focused examinations of how the District 
of Columbia can reconnect youth to opportunity. Raise DC, the District’s public/
private partnership dedicated to establishing cradle to career alignment, is 
leading the charge with its focus on youth reconnection. This—combined with 
the engagement of the foundation sector on the needs of disconnected youth 
and the recognition of other government and community working groups on this 
emerging and high-need sector of the youth population—has opened the window 
of opportunity to combat youth disconnection through cohesive, evidence-driven, 
and cross-sector systems change. 

Young people themselves are an incredibly valuable resource in this endeavor, and 
their input cannot be underestimated. Understanding what youth need, how they 
experience systems that are often designed for adult consumers and the barriers 
and opportunities they experience is critical to developing a system that meets 
their unique developmental needs. 

To that end, this report highlights key findings from a recent survey and a series 
of focus groups with 481 youth ages 16–24 from across the District of Columbia 
who were at least marginally reconnected to various schools, training programs, 
or community based social-service organizations. This research effort was 
designed to better understand how, when, and why youth choose to reconnect, 
the barriers that prevent reconnection, and the strategies that could facilitate 
reconnection. Using trends identified via the survey instrument and feedback 
solicited in smaller focus groups, the youth voices outlined in this report empha-
size that more deliberate efforts are absolutely vital in helping all young people in 
the District achieve lifelong success. 

Executive Summary
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Drawing from this information, this report outlines six recommendations to 
develop a comprehensive system of services and supports that will better serve 
currently disconnected youth and those at greatest risk of becoming disconnected. 

Drastically improve the quality and accessibility of “front 
door” information and services available to young people
Unbiased and straightforward information that allows young people to make 
informed decisions about their future is often not accessible to young people early 
on in their attempts to reconnect. Clear, easily accessible, and youth-friendly 
information detailing options for reconnection is critical to ensuring youth find 
and connect to the appropriate opportunity. In addition to a lack of basic informa-
tion on educational or workforce options, access to necessary barrier remediation 
services is not well coordinated for the youth consumer. A young person’s ability 
to access long-term wrap-around services necessary to sustain reconnection 
(including income or food assistance, childcare, mental and behavioral health 
services, and housing supports) is undermined by the complexity of the social-
safety net system. The city must improve upon its current service delivery model if 
we want to successfully reconnect higher numbers of currently disconnected youth. 
Connection models that utilize the concept of a “one stop shop” (often called re-en-
gagement or youth connection centers) have shown great promise in other jurisdic-
tions across the country. The District should utilize the lessons learned from these 
approaches and develop a similar model locally. 

Expand the capacity of high quality, “non-traditional” 
educational and training sector programs
The Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education is currently engaging in a “multiple 
pathways” study to ascertain the true capacity of the non-traditional education 
and training system, and the educational needs of the young people currently in 
it. This information must inform future investments from both the private and 
public sector to ensure that we are expanding capacity of the current system in the 
correct places. Creating appropriate programming that provides “best fit” options 
for young people will undoubtedly lead to higher rates of success if the options 
are quality ones. To the extent possible, service providers who can demonstrate 
previous success working with this population should endeavor to expand their 
capacity either at existing sites or in other parts of the city.

Improve data sharing between systems that young 
people disconnect from and programs currently serving 
disconnected youth
While many individual programs collect data about their service populations 
and program outcomes, there is very little population-wide data on currently 
disconnected youth. Functionally, this means the city does not know “who” 
these young people are until they successfully reconnect to a program. While 
some young people are referred from a K–12 setting or other program directly, 
many youth languish between programs. Better information on youth failing to 
re-connect between opportunities would significantly improve the city’s capacity 
to execute targeted outreach while also informing the development of future 
program planning. Better relationships between traditional K–12 institutions  
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(District of Columbia Public Schools and charter schools), the State education 
agency (Office of the State Superintendent of Education), the city’s employment 
agency (DC Department of Employment Services) and the current network of 
service providers working with the disconnected youth population must be forged 
and maintained. Agencies and organizations serving sub-populations of young 
people who are at an especially high risk of disconnection (dropouts, homeless 
youth, system involved youth, and pregnant and parenting young people) must also 
establish working relationships, and to the extent possible, data-sharing agree-
ments with providers.

Support efforts that focus on long-term engagement 
and success
Young people need more than a passing intervention to truly re-engage in their 
long-term success. However, many of the funding streams currently supporting 
high numbers of formerly disconnected youth expire after one or two years. In 
addition, programs are also not always well connected to the next level of service 
provision (e.g. GED to post-secondary). These issues have serious implications for 
the ability of youth to receive comprehensive services over an extended period of 
time. The District needs more long-term funding models that encourage continued 
engagement in education and the labor market. Concurrently, service providers 
need to better connect their services to other organizations or services providers 
at different levels of need and intervention intensity.

Establish formal mechanisms to solicit the opinions of youth
Young people are the best source of information about themselves and their peers, 
yet their opinions and ideas are often overlooked in favor of outcomes data. While 
this is not universally true and outcomes data is certainly important to collect, 
youth need to be consulted regularly about what they think is working, what is not 
working, and what solutions/ideas they have to make the programs in which they 
participate better. Soliciting these opinions will make programs stronger, help 
stakeholders better understand and manage a dynamic consumer population, and 
inform what interventions are most successful and how they could be replicated to 
serve more young people. Funders, both public and private, should support efforts 
at both the organizational and agency level to collect this kind of data.

Create a comprehensive system of disconnected youth 
service provision
Long-term success for the District’s young people hinges not just on the strengths 
of one program, agency, or organization, but on the ability of these entities to work 
together to form a comprehensive web of supports designed for young people. 
This web needs to meet young people where they are, both developmentally and 
geographically. Functionally, this means programs must work with one another 
to better communicate with young people, collect and share better data about 
the population they serve, establish a system/network of referrals and shared 
resources, and have the opportunity to share programmatic best practices.
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Educational attainment defines workforce success 
and a robust workforce drives economic stability and 
growth. Therefore, everyone has a stake in developing 
systems that promote strong education outcomes and 
successful transitions to the labor market: businesses 
and employers that aim to simultaneously build up 
the next generation of consumers and strengthen the 
future workforce; elected officials who wish to sustain 
the city’s current prosperity and growth; parents and 
concerned community members who want a vibrant, 
healthy community; and youth themselves, who by and 
large want to lead stable, productive lives. 

Yet, recent data shows that young people in the District face a variety of obstacles 
related to education and employment. In school year 2011–2012, only 61% of the 
city’s young people graduated high school within four years1 and 1,953 youth left 
school without indicating enrollment in another program or appearing on another 
school roster.2 District youth have also fallen victim to the national youth employ-
ment crisis. Only 25% of 16–19 year olds and 68% of 20–24 year olds are currently 
working or actively seeking work.3 Furthermore, there were an estimated 6,720 
youth, who were completely disconnected from school and work in 2011.4 

The need to better support youth in successfully completing their education and 
transitioning to the workforce is clear, and the opportunity to develop a smart and 
cohesive system is ripe. Raise DC, the District’s public/private partnership dedi-
cated to establishing cradle to career alignment, is leading the charge with its focus 
on youth reconnection. This—combined with the engagement of the foundation 
sector on the needs of disconnected youth and the recognition of other government 
and community working groups on this emerging and high-need sector of the youth 
population—has opened the window of opportunity to combat youth disconnection 
through cohesive, evidence-driven, and cross-sector systems change. 

What this process cannot exclude however, is a more nuanced understanding of 
this population, their distinct and varied needs, and the direct feedback, insights, 
and solutions that current and formerly disconnected youth can offer. 

To help facilitate an enhanced youth voice in policy making, programming, and 
funding decisions focused on better supporting those youth who are either already 
disconnected or at greatest risk, the DC Alliance of Youth Advocates (DCAYA), with 
support from The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region (CFNCR), 
undertook a survey and qualitative study of current and formerly disconnected 
young people. This project sought to learn more about this population, where they 
experienced major barriers to reconnection, as well as the types of programs or 
services youth believed were keys to success in reconnecting to school or work. 

Introduction

figure 1. At least 6,720 young people 
(7% of the total population of 16–24 year 
olds) are neither in school nor working. 
These are the District of Columbia’s 
“disconnected” youth. 
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The trends revealed in the survey and reinforced in focus groups revealed a 
number of interesting insights. We verified that, despite not always having a strong 
foundation of knowledge and skills, young people want to succeed and crave 
opportunities to improve their prospects in the future. We found that despite 
this will to succeed, young people do not always have or know about quality 
services that can help them get back on track. Lastly, we confirmed what youth 
service providers have known for years—that barriers to persistence and long-
term success for young people come in all shapes and sizes, and that young people 
thrive when they are given adequate support in the form of services, programs, and 
relationships that meet them where they are, encourage success through sustained 
engagement, and actively involve them in planning their own futures. 

This report begins with a brief description of the youth survey, including method-
ology and terminology. The second section explores relevant findings related to 
strengths to build on, barriers to address, and opportunities to leverage. The third 
section synthesizes youth input with best practice and community input to provide 
targeted recommendations for key stakeholders in programming, policy, and funding.

The DCAYA Survey
The young people in our sample were at least marginally connected to school, and/
or a community based organization or government agency. Not all youth in the 
sample were completely disconnected from the labor market. However, the vast 
majority of those who were employed were working only part-time and reported 
income levels on the poverty threshold. As such, despite partial employment, 
the experiences of these youth can be understood as comparable to those young 
people in the full sample. 

All of the outreach for the youth survey and focus groups was conducted through 
community based organizations or youth serving government agencies in the 
District. It should be noted that the frequency, duration, level of youth engage-
ment, and overall quality of these connections or attachments varied widely. 
For example, some youth were engaged in a program, had a self-described good 
relationship with their teacher, tutor, or other positive adult mentor, and could 
actively articulate future goals and the steps needed to achieve them. Other youth 
merely existed within systems or programs with little to no engagement, positive 
takeaways, or future orientation.

Sample and Outreach
A total of 481 youth ages 16–24 completed the survey between April of 2013 and 
June of 2013. DCAYA partnered with its own coalition of youth service providers 
and members of the Raise DC Disconnected Youth Change Network to survey 
young people from across the city.5 Recruitment was primarily focused on commu-
nity based organizations that serve at-risk young people through the funding 
streams listed in Appendix A.

Following the survey, DCAYA facilitated five focus groups at Year Up, United Plan-
ning Organization, Covenant House Washington, Sasha Bruce Youthbuild, and Job 
Corps. The survey and focus group used for this report are samples and as such, 
are not representative and findings should not be generalized.
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Survey Development
Existing instruments to gauge opinions and perceptions of young people were 
utilized and adapted in the development of the survey instrument.6 Program 
staff from several community based organizations, as well as government agency 
partners served as reviewers for the initial survey draft and provided feedback 
on the survey tool to ensure that salient issues were covered and questions were 
constructed coherently. The survey was pre-tested with three groups of young 
people from various community based organizations. Special attention was given 
to ensure that survey questions were written in youth-friendly language and at an 
appropriate reading level. The survey was available in English, as well as Spanish.

Terminology
For the purposes of this report we use the term “in school” to mean a young person 
currently enrolled in a school/educational or training program. We use the term “out 
of school” to mean young people who are not connected to one of these options.

It is important to recognize that despite the fact that many of the youth were 
enrolled in a school or program at the time of the survey, they are often included 
in traditional measures of “disconnected youth” (not in school and not working). 
This is possible because the American Community Survey definition of “in 
school” only takes into account youth in high school diploma-granting insti-
tutions and post-secondary institutions. This definition of “in school” notice-
ably leaves out youth in GED programs, adult basic education or English as a 
second language programs, and job training programs that are not connected to 
post-secondary institutions.

16%

79%

Black / African 
American

White “Other” or 
Mixed Race

5%

figure 3. Respondents by Race

Demographics
Survey respondents were roughly 50% male and 50% female. The age breakdown 
for youth survey participants was: 11% ages 16–17; 33% ages 18–19; 32% ages 20–21; 
17% ages 22–23; and 7% age 24 (Figure 2).
 
Previous studies (both local and national) have found young people of color to be 
overrepresented in the disconnected youth population.7 This trend was evident in 
DCAYA survey responses, with 79% of respondents identifying as Black /African 
American, 16% identifying as White, and 5% identifying as being some other race 
or of mixed race (Figure 3). Twenty-six percent of respondents identified as being 
Hispanic or Latino. 

Previous studies of this population have also recognized the sharp geographic 
disparities that can exist within the disconnected youth population. Figure 4 
shows the geographic distribution of 2011 American Community Survey (ACS) 
respondents that fit the definition of disconnected youth. Figure 5 shows the 
geographic distribution of all DCAYA survey respondents. Within the DCAYA 
sample zip codes, 20032 and 20019 had the highest number of respondents, which 
is moderately different than the ACS findings. Though communities that border 
the Anacostia River are well represented in both samples, and this fact certainly 
deserves attention, there are several neighborhoods (Shaw, Adams Morgan, 
Columbia Heights, and Petworth) that were not well represented in the ACS data 
but were reflected in the DCAYA survey. While there is no way to be 100% certain, 

figure 4. Disconnected Youth in DC by 
PUMA of Residence, 2011

PUMA 103
1,244

19% of total

PUMA 105
N/A

PUMA 102
N/APUMA 101

N/A

PUMA 104
4,562

68% of total

figure 2. Respondents by Age

16–17 18–19 20–21 22–23 24

32%

17%

33%

7%11%

PUMA: Public Use Microdata Area.Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. 
Census Bureau 2011 ACS 1-year estimates, microdata accessed via 
www.IPUMS.org. IPUMS: Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Katie 
Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Matthew B. Schroeder, and Matthew Sobek. 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 5.0 [Machine-read-
able database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2010.
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one reason for this difference may be the high number of Hispanic/Latino respon-
dents in the DCAYA sample who reported living in zip codes 20011, 20010, and 
20009. For a variety of reasons, Hispanic/Latino youth are sometimes underrep-
resented in traditional measures of youth disconnection. This could account for 
some of the differences between the DCAYA sample and the ACS sample.

Educational Levels of DCAYA Survey Participants
Historically, the District has struggled to prepare high numbers of students for 
the rigors of post-secondary education, training, or the labor market. This reality 
has created three groups of young people who are disconnected from educational 
options—each with their own level of need. 

Deanwood
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Langdon

Trinidad

SouthEast

Anacostia

Congress 
Heights

20003

20019

20032

20020

20002

20018

South
West

20024

Capitol Hill    

Shaw
20001

Brookland
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Petworth
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Tenley
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Cleveland 
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Georgetown
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Takoma
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figure 5. Geographic Distribution of Youth Surveyed by Zip Code
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The first group lacks any high school credential (diploma, GED, or equivalent). Within 
this first group are numerous educational functioning levels, ranging from those who 
lack basic literacy/numeracy skills to those capable of passing the GED (see Figure 6). 
Roughly 53% of all survey respondents fall into this first group, as they currently lacked 
a high school diploma or equivalent (see Figure 7). For students over age 18, 47% of 
respondents had not yet obtained a high school diploma or equivalent (most students 
do not graduate high school before ages 17–18). It is currently estimated that roughly 
2,700 of the District’s disconnected youth fall within this category.8 Also included in 
this sub-group are young people who require English language services. Many of the 
Hispanic/Latino young people in the DCAYA survey sample fall into this group. This is 
important to note because sub-groups like the Hispanic/Latino population, with large 
numbers of non-native English speakers, have even more distinct needs. They may be in 
need of educational services (at any level), English language services, or both concur-
rently. This additional level of need has implications for program structure and delivery. 

The second group of young people who have become disconnected from educational 
options have obtained a diploma or GED but have not achieved stable, year-round 
success in the labor market. The economic value of these young people achieving a 
secondary credential is undeniable. However, the labor market of the Washington, DC 
region is one of the most competitive in the nation. While 24% of respondents over 18 
had attained a high school diploma and 19% had gotten their GED, without post-sec-
ondary coursework or training they will continue to struggle to achieve economic 
stability throughout their adult lives. It is currently estimated that roughly 4,000 of 
the District’s disconnected youth fall within this category.9 

The third major group includes young people who have managed to access post-sec-
ondary training or courses, but not completed a degree or program. It also includes 
those who have completed a degree or program, but have not found labor market 
success. Seven percent of survey respondents had some college experience but no 
degree or certificate and less than 2% had a certificate or an associate’s degree.

Understanding the unique educational needs of these sub-groups is central to 
solving the issue of youth disconnection in that young people will require different 
interventions at various points along this continuum. Functionally, this means a 
wealth of program models and options must exist to support youth at various ages, 
developmental stages, and educational functioning levels.

Young People In Need of Extensive and Specialized Services
Within these three major groups, there are several sub-groups of young people who are 
at an especially high risk of long-term labor market disconnection.10 These are broadly 
understood to be: those who have left high school without a credential; pregnant/
parenting youth; youth involved in the juvenile justice system; and youth involved in 
the child welfare system. These groups were well represented in the DCAYA sample.

Thirty-three percent of respondents reported that they had voluntarily dropped 
out of school or an educational program in the past and 21% of respondents 
reported that they had been expelled from a school or educational program in 
the past. These youth require access to the range of services detailed in the above 
section on educational attainment. 

figure 7. Educational Attainment of All 
Respondents
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In addition to young people who have exited high school without a diploma or creden-
tial, 32% of respondents reported that they were currently pregnant or parenting. Of 
those youth who were pregnant or parents, 71% had one child, 21% had two children, 
8% had three children, and less than 1% had four or more children. Forty percent of all 
female respondents indicated that they were pregnant or parenting.

Nineteen percent of respondents reported that they had ever been on probation 
or committed to the Department of Youth Rehabilitative Services (DYRS), the 
District’s juvenile justice agency. Sixteen percent of respondents indicated that 
they were currently or had in the past been involved in the child welfare system. 
Youth transitioning out of these “systems of care” are at a well-documented 
extreme risk of not making a positive transition into adulthood.

Traditional employment and educational programming is not sufficient for these 
very high-risk populations. Youth involved in the juvenile justice system or in 
foster care require sustained, high-quality programming that effectively integrates 
high-quality services based in systems of care (case management, education, coun-
seling, and mentoring) with other complementary educational and employment 
programming. Serving pregnant and parenting youth requires the same level of 
service coordination. However, their needs must be taken into account in tandem 
with their dependents, who are at a high-risk of becoming the next generation of 
disconnected youth. Lastly, high school dropouts, much like the larger discon-
nected youth population, are not a homogenous group. Young people drop out of 
high school for a variety of reasons, ranging from learning/physical disabilities to 
behavioral issues to outside factors like needing to support a family (both custo-
dial children and other family members). This reality makes it imperative that 
barriers to educational/labor market success are identified and addressed early on 
by entities serving this population.

A final but less understood sub-group of youth who are at an elevated risk for discon-
nection and in need of additional supports is the foreign-born young people of Wash-
ington, DC. Though we do not know the exact number of young people in our sample 
who were foreign-born as opposed to native-born, the region has a growing number 
of foreign-born adolescents and young adults.11 This sub-population of young people 
are three times more likely to lack a high school diploma or equivalent by age 24 than 
their native-born peers.12 Additionally, foreign-born youth who are employed may 
not be that much better off than their unemployed peers. If employed, foreign-born 
youth are more likely to remain in low-wage positions throughout the duration of 
their working lives.13 These young people require services and support that take into 
account the cultural competencies necessary for long-term success.

It is of the utmost importance that there are ample supports catered to the unique needs 
of all of the above mentioned sub-groups so that they can achieve long-term success.
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A few main themes emerged via the survey responses and were further supported 
by focus group data. 

Strengths

Young People Have High Hopes for the Future 
Many survey respondents reported having high aspirations for the future. Sixty-four 
percent of in school youth reported that within the six months of finishing their school 
or program they planned to find a job or a new job; 46% reported they wanted to enroll 
in college and 28% reported they wanted to get more training specific to a job they 
wanted (Figure 8). For students not currently enrolled in a school/program, the highest 
percentage of young people wished to find employment opportunities, and others were 
making plans to complete educational milestones (Figure 9). Young people have an 
optimistic vision for their future, and that is an asset that cannot be discounted. 
 
Young People Do Recognize the Importance of a Secondary Education 
Nearly 37% of in school and nearly 30% of out of school survey respondents had 
formerly dropped out of high school or another educational program (Figure 10).  

About 22% of in school youth had been expelled versus about 28% of out of school 
youth. However, out of school youth did report suspensions in much higher 
numbers.14 We do not know how many times or for what offense these young people 
were suspended or expelled. One could regard these figures as evidence that young 
people do not value education. However, when compared to the data on efforts to 
reconnect that emerged in both the survey and the focus groups, this information 
actually tells a very different story. Youth fail to thrive in a traditional K–12 setting for 
a variety of reasons, but the vast majority has not given up on obtaining a secondary 
education—they just need alternatives to a traditional high school experience.
 
These findings were particularly apparent in the focus group conversations. Youth 
participants had an acute awareness of the current struggles young people face 
with regard to education and how that affected their long-term prospects in the 
labor market.15 Focus group participants also spoke at length about their and their 
peers’ experiences with dropping out of high school and highlighted that often 
“dropping out” did not seem like a choice they had consciously made because they 
did not recognize the value of education but rather the culmination of a string of 
negative experiences with school. Once students had left high school, the GED 
proved a popular option for re-engaging in education.

While DCAYA did not ask questions about why students appreciated the GED 
specifically, many in school youth (36%) specifically identified a desire and need to 
obtain a GED to be successful in life. As one focus group respondent put it, “You 
need a GED to get a job, any job.” Focus group respondents reported that the GED 
was an attractive option for many youth because it is “quicker than the diploma 
process” and “gave students a second chance.” 

Although the role of the GED in providing positive options for young people 
cannot be denied, it should be noted that we do not know to what extent young 
people value the GED specifically because it is a quality option or because it is 
currently one of the only options available to them. The bulk of programs that 
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offer educational re-engagement or “second chance” options in the District offer 
GED preparation services, not credits toward a diploma.16 Students in schools or 
programs who are “overage and under credited” have few options for completing 
a high school credential before age 21, at which point they “age out” of traditional 
schools. Furthermore, many young people who have dropped out do not wish to 
return to a traditional high school setting. Many focus group respondents told 
facilitators that they liked going to a small school “where they knew everyone” as 
opposed to their experience at a larger high school.

Young People Appreciate Opportunities to Re-Engage in Educational 
Options at Any Age
Nationwide, most high school dropouts will attempt to reconnect to educational 
options within eight years of dropping out.17 However, in the District, young people 
are seeking to reconnect far before the national eight year threshold. For instance, 
32% of young people who were currently reconnected to a school, educational, or 
training program were only 18–19 years of age and roughly 30% were 20–21 years of 
age. Sixty percent of out of school youth aged 16–24 were currently seeking ways to 
re-engage in education, or had in the past, and some reported dedicating time daily 
to “studying or trying to get back to school” (see Figure 11 and Figure 17).
 
These numbers suggest that young people will take advantage of programs that exist 
at a variety of ages and not just “later in life.” While we do not know about young 
people’s abilities to persist and succeed in educational programs, the notion that they 
want to be engaged in positive activities is something that should not be ignored. 
This finding also has significance for policy and programming. Youth who are seeking 
to reconnect at younger ages are often doing so through an adult system that is 
ill-equipped to work with a higher-need and less-skilled consumer. Modifying these 
systems to work more effectively for younger participants will be key to their success.

It should be noted that 16–17 year-olds represented a relatively small percentage 
of survey respondents (Figure 2), likely due to the fact that this age bracket may 
still be marginally connected to a traditional high school. DCAYA did not execute 
the youth survey in traditional DC Public Schools or traditional DC Public Charter 

figure 11. Out of School Youth Re-Engagement Status
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Schools. It is important to note that even though this younger population of youth 
may be enrolled in a high school, the District’s citywide attendance rates fore-
shadow serious issues. Truancy is often a late stage indicator of dropout and in 
some of these students’ minds, simply not going to school equates with dropping 
out.18 Lags in the processing of formal exit paperwork by schools may be masking a 
number of young people who, in their own view, are already disconnected.

Barriers

Barriers Specific to Educational Persistence and Success
The barriers young people face to completing their educations can be over-
whelming. This is true in both the traditional K–12 space and in the non-tra-
ditional/alternative education space. Most students who experience academic 
failure in traditional high schools do not magically overcome the challenges and 
barriers to completion (behavioral health issues, learning disabilities, etc.) they 
faced previously—these issues can remain pervasive in later academic endeavors. 
Furthermore, barriers to completing an educational program often compound 
as youth advance in age. This is especially true as young people become parents 
themselves or become responsible for younger siblings, parents, or other family 
members. In addition, as youth age, the need to work and earn money becomes 
increasingly acute and can serve as a significant barrier to educational goals.

When we asked the question “Can you think of any reasons you may not earn a 
diploma or get a degree at your current school/program?” survey respondents offered 
some interesting insights. Twenty percent of respondents reported that there was 
no reason they could think of they would not finish their current school/program. Of 
those who thought there might be some reasons they might not finish their current 
school/program (youth were instructed to check all that apply), 18% reported that 

figure 12. Reasons For Not Earning a Diploma or Degree at Current Program
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they may not be able to earn credits quickly enough for graduation, 23% said that 
the need to work full-time or the cost of the program could be a barrier to comple-
tion, 14% of respondents were concerned their English language skills may not be 
good enough to earn a degree, 12% identified that a lack of childcare could serve as a 
barrier, and 12% identified that they could not always afford to get to school/class.

These findings were reinforced in the DCAYA focus group sessions. Many youth 
responded to questions about why they might not complete a program with concerns 
about the cost of living (housing, transportation, childcare), the opportunity costs 
associated with passing up work to finish a program, and the utility of finishing a 
program if they could find work through their own devices or absent higher levels 
of education. Interestingly, one issue raised in the focus groups and not reflected on 
the survey was youth concern over drug testing and whether a negative result from 
a drug test could bump a youth from a program. Youth were split over whether drug 
testing for programs was a negative or a positive occurrence. However, a number 
(12%) of survey respondents did report that drugs were one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing young people in the District. Seven percent highlighted that becoming 
involved with the juvenile or adult criminal system (which could also be a function 
of drug use) was a serious challenge for young people to overcome. 

The DCAYA survey asked questions specifically about transportation, as it has been 
a consistent concern among providers that work with at-risk youth. Students use 
a variety of transportation options in getting to school/programs (bus, metro, car, 
foot), and as a result there was variability to the costs associated with transporta-
tion. Nonetheless, nearly one-third (29%) of students reported spending more than 
$30 a week or $120 a month getting to and from school. Equally concerning, 47% 
of survey respondents who spent more than $30 a week came from Wards 5, 7, or 8. 
While young people who are connected to a traditional K–12 school are eligible for 
some transportation subsidies from the DC Government, these subsidies do not 
extend to young people older than age 22 or those who take classes outside of the 
traditional school calendar.19 Given the low earning power for many students, and 
the level of participation in non-traditional programs, the reality is that transporta-
tion costs may be a prohibitive factor in a student’s ability to re-connect. 
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Barriers Specific to Employment Success
The DCAYA survey asked youth what they thought their largest barriers to 
employment were: 43% reported that they did not have enough work experience 
for the job they wanted, 33% reported that they did not have enough education for 
the job they wanted, and 31% reported that there were no jobs available where they 
lived. Twenty-one percent of youth did report that not having transportation to 
and from work served as a barrier to finding employment.20 The fact that 43% of 
respondents reported not having enough work experience for the job they want is 
perhaps not surprising, given the percentage of respondents who reported having 
very little formal and informal work experience.
 
Eighteen percent of respondents reported never having been employed. Even of 
those who had obtained a period of employment, few had substantive labor market 
experience. When asked, “What is the longest amount of time you have been 
employed at a single job?” 51% of respondents answered “less than six months.” An 
additional 16% answered “less than one year.” A level of churn is to be expected 
in the youth labor market; however, it should be an important goal of those 
concerned about the long-term trajectories of young people that young people have 
ample work experience by the time they reach age 25.

figure 13. Largest Obstacles to Finding Employment
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When we asked youth about their more informal work experiences, the results were 
slightly more encouraging. Forty-six percent of respondents had engaged in activ-
ities such as baby-sitting, yard-work, or paid chores; 45% reported that they had 
participated in the District’s Summer Youth Employment Program; 42% reported 
performing volunteer work that was not part of a requirement for high school grad-
uation; and 39% reported receiving a stipend for attending a program.21 In addition, 
19% of respondents reported taking part in a paid internship experience and 15% of 
respondents reported that they had taken part in an unpaid internship.22

Additional Barriers to Reconnection 

Housing 
DCAYA also asked questions about housing, recognizing that homelessness, 
housing transience, and the high cost of living are pervasive and well documented 
issues in the District of Columbia.23

Encouragingly, 58% of respondents reported that they had not moved in the past year 
and 67% reported that they were currently living with one or both parents, or other 
family members. Given the low income rates among participants, the decision to stay 
in a family home is logical and is in fact in line with national trends for young adults.24 

Twenty-four percent of survey respondents reported that they had moved once 
in the past year, which may or may not be a sign of housing instability. What is 
disturbing, however, is that nearly 25% of respondents were unstably housed, 
meaning they had moved more than twice in the last year or were currently living 
in a shelter or transitional living program. Housing issues can serve as both a cause 
and effect of youth disconnection from school and work, and the effect of housing 
instability should be considered a major issue affecting disconnected young people.

Poverty Status
An estimated 34% (20,000) of the entire population of 18–24 year olds in the 
District are currently living below the federal poverty level.25 The findings revealed 
in the DC sample reveal just how far below the poverty threshold this population 
is living: 56% of respondents reported making less than $5,000 a year and 7% 
reported earning between $5,000–$10,000 a year. This extreme level of poverty is 
especially concerning when taken in concert with the findings of previous studies 
showing that despite high poverty levels, relatively few individuals within the 
disconnected youth population are accessing public safety net programs like food 
stamps, income assistance, or support for childcare.26 A final and key finding in the 
sample was that roughly 29% of respondents answered that they weren’t sure how 
much money they earned in 2012. This finding has serious implications for young 
people’s level of financial literacy and ability to be self-sufficient. Twenty-five 
percent of survey respondents reported that in the past year their income was 
between $0 and $500. Twelve percent of respondents reported making between 
$500 and $1,000; 19% of respondents reported making between $1,000 and 
$5,000; and 7% reported making between $5,000 and $10,000 (Figure 14).

figure 14. Reported Income
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Opportunities

Word of Mouth is a Powerful Motivator for Young People 
When we asked in school youth what informational resources they had used to 
reconnect with programs and what about their current program had made them 
want to enroll, some trends emerged that should inform how stakeholders commu-
nicate with young people who are seeking to re-engage. Thirty-eight percent of in 
school youth reported they found out about their current school or program from a 
family member or older friend and an additional 16% reported finding their program 
from a friend their age. With over 50% of survey respondents reporting that they 
found their current program via known sources and word of mouth proved to be a 
powerful and motivating source of information. Focus group respondents veri-
fied that knowing a peer, family member, or another person who went through a 
program and found success was a motivating force in their decision to enroll.

Guidance counselors, case managers, and teachers were also important sources of 
information, with 21% of youth reporting that they found their current program 
through such sources. Youth who were currently or previously involved with the 
juvenile justice system (36%) and youth who were currently or previously in foster 
care (39%) reported that resources available through their system of care had 
introduced them to their current program. Forty-five percent of youth currently 
living in a shelter or transitional living program reported that these facilities and 
staff had proved to be helpful in finding an educational/training program.

Only 10% of youth reported they heard about their program through some form 
of advertising (internet, print, or radio). While this could be due to programs’ lack 
of advertising, it might also be the effect of programs’ utilizing poor channels of 
advertising for a youth audience. When we asked focus groups about what adver-
tising methods they thought would be effective means of reaching other young 
people, most respondents said that advertising on bus routes or on the metro 
would be an effective way of getting the word out. Young people also reported that 
while the internet (e.g., Google search) did provide them with some information 
about programs, often it was difficult to get reliable or recent information about a 

figure 15. Sources of Information About Schools or Programs 
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program option. Specifically, young people reported that though they could find 
websites for some programs, there was often little information about the enroll-
ment process or what they could expect of the program if they did enroll. Youth 
also reported that social media was not especially helpful as a means of outreach to 
specific programs because youth only followed the social media (Facebook, Twitter, 
or Instagram) of an organization once they were already connected to it. As one 
focus group respondent noted “I don’t want people from school up in my personal 
business, they don’t need to see who I’m with or what I do when I’m not here.”

When searching for employment opportunities, youth did report relying on 
word of mouth and personal networks. However, there was a higher utilization 
of web-based platforms when searching for employment vs. educational options. 
When asked specific resources utilized when looking for jobs, a high number 
responded using websites like Monster, Craigslist, or Indeed. Approximately 31% of 
survey respondents reported seeking out employment options using signs or fliers 
that businesses display; 11% of youth respondents reported using the District’s 
American Job Centers or “One Stops” under the federal Workforce Investment Act 
(WIA) as a resource when job hunting; and 30% reported utilizing the District’s 
locally funded Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP). 
 
Survey respondents’ reliance on information that came from known and trusted 
sources has major implications for how programs and agencies seeking to aid 
young people should be conducting outreach. Given that a very low number (13%) 
of respondents were entirely disengaged from school or employment, we utilized 
the focus groups to speak with young people about their peers who were not 
connected to positive programs or supports. It is important to note that youth 
were asked if they had peers who were not in school, working, or involved in a 
positive activity, and most of the focus group participants reported knowing 
multiple peers who met those conditions. By and large, focus group participants 
stated that peers remain disconnected from educational programs or the labor 
market because either they didn’t know about the range of available programs or 
there were not enough programs. In either instance, this speaks to the need to 
more closely examine and modify how youth are made aware of educational or job 
training opportunities to ensure it is accessible to the youth consumer. 
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Young People Value Programs and Services That Provide “Real World” 
Experiences and Access to Caring Adults
Programs that offer low- or no-cost job training services and non-academic creden-
tials with value in the labor market (customer service, information technology, etc.) 
are critical resources for young people. When in school youth were asked whether or 
not they would recommend their current school or program to another student who 
might have similar goals, 90% of respondents reported that they would recommend 
their program. While some students answered the question broadly (22% responded 
that their program would somehow help them in the future or help them achieve 
their goals and 15% responded that their programs provided good opportunities or 
ways to get back on track), others described specific programmatic elements that 
they liked about their school or program. Most notably, 42% of students who cited 
that their program would somehow help them in the future noted specific employ-
ment, training, or work readiness elements of the programs as the basis for their 
belief that this program would help them and as reasons for recommending the 
program. An additional 19% cited being provided with meaningful/engaging content.

When we asked youth why they chose to enroll in their current program, 58% 
of survey respondents reported that they “heard good things about the school 
or program.” Within that sub-group of respondents, 23% of youth reported that 
they chose to enroll in their school/program because it “trains people for the kind 
of job I want” and an additional 9% reported simply wanting/needing to attain 
their GED. Focus group respondents reinforced these findings and reported that 
learning a trade and/or better preparing themselves for the world of work was a 
motivating factor in their decision to enroll in a school/program. Many focus group 
respondents also noted that getting “real world experience” while enrolled in a 
program was especially important to them. These real world experiences ranged 
from meetings or opportunities to ask questions of professionals from career fields 
they were interested in to short-term job shadowing experiences to longer term 
internship positions in a chosen field. Young people also wanted opportunities to 
create and vet their resumes.

The high value young people placed on real world experiences and employability 
skills is likely reflective of another finding from the sample—most young people 
want to work. Of survey respondents that were not currently working, 83% 
reported that they were “looking for work.” We do not know the extent to which 
in school youth were actively seeking out employment (daily/weekly job hunts, 
submitting resumes to employers, etc.), however a number of out of school youth 
reported that they dedicated time daily to searching for work (see Figure 17).
 
In addition to highly valuing programs that could help make them competitive in 
the labor market, young people also cited a number of other reasons for reporting 
that they would recommend their program to a peer. Eighteen percent cited the 
presence of caring and reliable adult like teachers or staff; 19% cited being provided 
with meaningful/engaging content; 4% cited the ability to have a flexible/acceler-
ated academic schedule; 8% reported that having a safe and welcoming environ-
ment in which to learn was important; and 6% cited being able to access non-edu-
cational support services. Other reasons cited in lower numbers included accessing 
language services, small class sizes, and help with childcare.
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figure 17. Activities By Amount Of Time Spent Doing Them
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Focus group respondents also highlighted that positive adult relationships and 
the presence of good role models was especially important to them when it came 
to persisting in a program. When youth were asked why they chose to stay with a 
program and what programmatic elements they liked best, most responded with 
personal stories about how teachers/organizational staff cared about them, made 
them feel welcome and were invested in the success of young people. Others noted 
that staff, even if they sometimes came across as unfriendly, genuinely cared about 
their futures. For many young people this was the first time they felt adequately 
supported in an educational environment. As one young person noted, “The 
teachers here actually care, and it makes me want to do better.” Another focus 
group participant offered up, “My family was not there for me, so the teachers here 
became my new family.” Positive connections with adult role models and social 
networks have long been cited as one of the key elements to young people’s posi-
tive transition into adulthood and these practices should continue to be utilized.27 

Programs and Service Providers Need to Be Upfront About Expectations 
and Reliable in Their Service Delivery
Though focus group respondents highlighted their appreciation for quality 
teachers and staff once enrolled in a program, many young people had negative 
impressions about some of the people and processes they encountered when 
attempting to connect with a program or while in a program. Focus group respon-
dents spoke at length about issues they had when first interacting with a program 
during outreach and recruitment phases. Young people did not necessarily have 
personal issues with the individuals conducting outreach, however they did 
highlight that they would be more likely to listen to someone who came from their 
neighborhood. This finding only further reinforces the aforementioned point about 
young people utilizing trusted sources of information.

Young people’s issues with the outreach staff focused mainly on the feeling that 
outreach staff failed to provide good “upfront” or “useful” information about 
programs. Many young people stated that while they eventually liked the program, 
they did not have a good understanding of what they were “getting themselves 
into.” Other respondents highlighted that there were not many options to “test 
out” programs, meaning youth did not always have a clear sense of the differences 
between the various programs they were applying to. Additionally, youth reported 
that some programs would tell you what you could get (GED, training, degree, etc.), 
but did not do a good job explaining the path to a credential from beginning to end.

Young people also had particular issues with the amount of enrollment paperwork, 
orientations, and testing they had to go through in the early stages of a program. One 
youth remarked, “They had us running around town asking people for all sorts of 
stuff just to get in here.” Some focus group participants did seem to understand why 
information had to be collected, but many youth were frustrated by the process.

Other issues young people reported having while in a program were not getting 
paid (usually a stipend) on time or dealing with “unprofessional” staff. Ten percent 
of survey respondents said they would not recommend their program to a peer. 
While this is a relatively small percentage, the explanations behind why young 
people reported they would not recommend their program were based almost 
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exclusively on interactions with programs that young people felt were “disorga-
nized” or “unhelpful.” Focus group respondents reiterated this finding. As one 
young person put it, “If I didn’t think they were going to help me out with being 
productive, why would I come out here every day?” On the issue of not receiving 
a stipend on time, young people impressively seemed to be understanding about 
the reason this had occurred, but reported in high numbers that this affected their 
ability to get to their program every day. In light of the transportation expenses 
youth reported, this is not surprising. 

Reaching Out to Young People May Not Be As Hard as We Think
Clearly better communicating with the population of young people who need services 
and supports should be a high priority for all youth stakeholders in the District. 
Reaching young people where they live or commonly congregate is of critical impor-
tance to achieving this goal. With that in mind, the DCAYA survey also asked young 
people questions about which community resources youth currently utilize in an effort 
to understand where outreach activities could have the greatest impact (see Figure 18). 

Both in school and out of school survey respondents reported in high percentages that 
they utilize the city’s libraries (80% and 69%, respectively). However we do not know 
the frequency with which youth utilize library facilities and services or which specific 
sites they utilize. Youth also reported in somewhat lower numbers that they utilize 
the District’s parks and recreation facilities (DPR), the Department of Employment 
Services (DOES), or the resources of a community based organization.
 
The 11% of respondents who reported using the District’s American Job Centers 
(“One Stops”) and 30% who reported utilizing SYEP as a resource when job 
hunting does suggest that existing city resources could be further utilized as hub 
sites for programs to recruit potential participants. While the District’s One Stops 
are limited to young people over the age of 18 by federal law, SYEP serves a large 
percentage of the District’s 14–21 year old population.28 As such, it represents a 
key point of contact by which educational or employment training programs could 
recruit youth as well as a logical opportunity for DOES staff to provide youth with 
a direct referral to year-round programming. 

figure 18. Community Resources Utilized By Youth
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Recommendations

In the last section of this report, we provide recommen-
dations for action by two major stakeholder groups. 
The first stakeholder group consists of entities that deal 
directly with young people—youth focused government 
agencies, community based organizations, and schools. 
The second set of recommendations is targeted at those 
who control funding—policy makers and elected offi-
cials who have direct oversight of government agencies, 
local funding streams, and policies that guide the use of 
these funds. Private and corporate philanthropy is also 
included in this group to the extent that outside funding 
can address these issues. There may be significant 
overlap between the two groups, and thus we encourage 
stakeholders to collaborate closely to form a compre-
hensive system able to leverage the opportunities and 
resolve the barriers to success faced by young people. 

These recommendations are specific to providing more meaningful services and 
supports to the population of young people who are currently disconnected, those 
who are extremely likely to become disconnected, and those young people who 
may only be marginally connected to a school or the labor market at this point 
in time. Prevention efforts to shut off the supply of disconnected youth must be 
further explored and undertaken by the same stakeholder groups (and other part-
ners) we target with this brief. However, recommendations pertaining specifically 
to prevention are outside the scope of this report.

For Youth Serving Agencies, Organizations, and Schools:

Improve Communications About Low-Cost/Free Education and Training 
Options for Young People
It’s clear that while many young people are connecting to educational and training 
options, there are still a number of young people who are not, and their prospects 
for labor market success absent higher levels of education are grim. While the 
outreach of programs and schools cannot always provide the motivating force that 
drives young people to enroll, improving access to key program information is 
nonetheless necessary. 

Information about program options should be as descriptive as possible, enroll-
ment information needs to be up to date, and there should be more than one 
person on staff who can speak with youth directly if they have questions. More 
options that allow young people to discover what enrolling in a program might be 
like on a day-to-day basis should also be explored. While individual programs and 
schools can certainly take a critical look at their existing outreach and communi-
cations efforts, there is also a need to centralize information about young people’s 
options. Youth need to understand the diversity of programs available to them. 
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They need to be able to judge the appropriateness of a program/school for their 
unique level of skills/expertise and personal goals, and they need the opportunity to 
talk about their choices with a trusted individual. Being able to compare programs 
side by side via a centralized mechanism would encourage thoughtful exploration and 
informed decision making that does not require a youth to visit multiple locations to 
understand the options available. To that end, programs and agencies need to better 
coordinate with one another to ensure youth have simple, up-to-date, and consistent 
access to the information they need to put them on a path towards success.

Intentionally Build More Long-Term and Caring Relationships With and 
Among Young People
Young people, especially those who have experienced limited success in academic 
settings or in the labor market, are making important decisions based on their 
existing relationships. This reality makes it critical young people possess good 
social networks from which to draw, including caring and trusted adult role 
models that they can rely on. Early demonstrations of programs that utilize the 
support and trust of adults in the form of case managers, program staff, and 
mentors show great promise in their ability to positively affect the long-term 
trajectories of high-risk young people.29 There is also an expansive body of 
psychological and educational research about the importance of positive rela-
tionships to student resilience and engagement. Programs and agencies serving 
young people must expand these programmatic elements where they are already 
showing success and improve upon them if they are not.

It is also clear from the many focus group responses we encountered that young people 
highly valued the opinions and views of their peers when it came to re-connecting to 
positive options. More entities need to build out components of programming that 
foster stable and reliable relationships between caring adults and youth, while also 
more fully leveraging the relationships of young peoples’ peer groups and networks.

Provide Young People the Support Services They Need to Be Successful 
Many barriers to success exist for the District’s young people and it is unrealistic 
to think that high numbers of youth will succeed in the long-term if these barriers 
cannot be addressed in the immediate. Programs that operate strong case manage-
ment arms and maintain a working knowledge of existing referral opportunities 
can help provide young people with access to resources such as food stamps, child 
care, behavioral health services, housing assistance, and income supports, all of 
which are vital to ensuring success. Given the very low level of financial resources 
youth in the DCAYA survey reported, supports like these are especially essential 
for young people who either cannot find work to support themselves or face the 
difficult decision of how to balance work with educational opportunities. Applying 
for many of these services and supports is often time consuming and confusing 
and having a trusted individual to help youth navigate these processes is essential. 
Furthermore, providing young people in programs with a source of income and 
other benefits like transportation stipends is an incredibly important feature of 
programs that successfully serve disconnected young people. Youth heavily rely on 
these resources when enrolled in a program. Thus, programs and agencies need to 
ensure that youth are receiving benefits and supports with regularity.
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Strengthen the Bridges Between Programming Levels So That Higher 
Goals Can Be Achieved
Many youth in the DCAYA survey noted that they had aspirations to attend college, 
seek out training options, and find secure employment. However, the enrollment 
of young people under age 25 at the District’s largest low/no-cost post-secondary 
institution, the University of the District of Columbia Community College, is very 
low compared to other age brackets.30 As previously noted, youth are also strug-
gling to access and persist in the unsubsidized labor market.

Programs or agencies that are not currently offering quality services and supports 
to help graduates enter and succeed in the next level of the educational or career 
development must do more. This means fostering better collaboration among 
service providers at each level of educational/training service provision to ensure 
young people do not become disconnected from education at key transition 
points. The creation or expansion of program models like dual enrollment, bridge 
programs, and comprehensive alumni services should be considered as viable 
prescriptions to this issue. Many of these strategies grew out of the K–12 sector 
and have seen success in getting young people to access and succeed in post-sec-
ondary environments. The dual enrollment strategy has especially promising early 
outcomes when serving formerly disconnected youth.31

Young people also need more opportunities for experiential learning and on the 
job experience in supportive work environments. It is clear from multiple years of 
high youth unemployment and the youth survey responses that young people in 
general lack work experience. Programs need to better fill this gap for the young 
people they serve. Special attention should be paid to ensuring young people are 
exposed to a range of work-related and real-world experience activities while they 
are in programming that can be later translated into job skills.

Improve Program Effectiveness by Regularly Soliciting the Opinions of Youth
Young people are the best source of information about themselves and their peers, 
yet their opinions and ideas are often overlooked in favor of outcomes data. Youth 
need to be consulted regularly about what they think is working, what is not 
working, and what solutions/ideas they have to make the programs better. Solic-
iting these opinions will make programs stronger, provide insights on the changing 
landscape of this population, and more effectively identify successful interventions 
that respond to the dynamic youth population. 

Evaluate and Measure the Effectiveness of Specific Program Elements
Despite having some anecdotal evidence and some good ideas about what is 
working, there are still many gaps in the research base on disconnected youth. 
Programs and organizations that serve this population need to be able to demon-
strate which specific program elements are leading to positive outcomes in both 
the short- and long-term. Special attention should be paid to program elements 
that lead to long-term persistence in educational options up to, and including, the 
post-secondary level and a sustained presence in the unsubsidized labor market. 
If approached collectively and collaboratively, evaluation efforts can be effectively 
leveraged to drive system expansion or redesign efforts and more effectively guide 
investments in this system. 



Bet ter Understanding the needs of disconnected YoUng PeoPle in Wa shington, dc 27

Focus on Cross-System Collaboration 
Long-term success for the District’s young people hinges on the ability of stake-
holders to work together to form a comprehensive web of supports for young 
people across the spectrum of educational abilities, work experience, and 
social-service needs. This web needs to meet all young people where they are 
developmentally, as well as geographically. Functionally, this means programs 
must work with one another to better communicate with young people; collect 
data; establish a network of referrals and shared resources; and share program 
models/interventions that are demonstrating success. Within this collective 
approach, special attention should be dedicated to filling noticeable gaps in service 
provision (e.g. programs targeting younger youth or special populations, programs 
in certain geographic areas of the city); providing experiences that incorporate 
post-secondary attainment and employment; and bringing pervasive issues, such 
as unrecognized barriers youth face or flawed assumptions, to light.

For Policymakers, Government Staff, Funders 
and Other Leaders:

Fund Re-connection Models that Offer Centralized Information 
and Resources
For many youth, the re-connection process is convoluted, burdensome, and 
frustrating. The disparate and siloed nature of programs and services is not easy 
to understand, much less utilize. Young people need honest and straightforward 
sources of information to make good decisions about their futures. Often they 
require additional assistance understanding the steps necessary for re-enrollment 
or service access, as well as support in identifying and assembling the docu-
mentation needed to access critical programs and services. We cannot assume 
the majority of currently disconnected young people will just “figure it out” and 
achieve long-term success.

Re-connection models that utilize the concept of a “one stop shop” (often called 
re-engagement or youth connection centers) have shown great promise in other 
jurisdictions across the country. These models serve as central hubs of trusted 
information where young people can go to explore their options. Many of these 
models utilize program elements like strong, upfront case management that links 
young people with essential services (e.g. housing, income supports, etc.) and 
intensive intake services so that young people immediately begin down a path 
towards re-connection rather than languish as they wait for a program to open up. 

Lessons learned in other communities do show the need for buy-in from multiple 
levels of government and non-governmental partners. It is imperative for those 
who control funding streams to recognize that efforts to connect young people to 
positive opportunities will be inherently limited if a wide range of stakeholders are 
not being continuously engaged, held accountable, and most importantly, funded 
to work collaboratively in service connection and delivery. Further, though a one 
stop shop is a good step towards connecting young people to existing re-connec-
tion options, the city must ensure that there are enough developmentally appro-
priate and high-quality options to refer young people to.
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Fund Educational Re-engagement Efforts Across the Spectrum of Need 
and At An Appropriate Level
Young people’s disconnection from school, work, and other positive supports 
occurs along a continuum. At one end of the continuum, young people are fully 
connected to school and the labor market (to the extent possible for younger 
youth). At the other end of the spectrum, youth are formally disconnected from 
school, the labor market, or the activities that help them prepare for school or 
labor market entry. Few youth fall squarely into either one of these end points, 
making it imperative to recognize the diversity of characteristics and challenges 
faced by the majority of young people who fall between these two extremes. Other 
jurisdictions have managed this variability in need by applying a “multiple path-
ways” approach that begins by discovering the scope of need at various educational 
levels. The District is currently engaged in a similar effort via the Office of the 
Deputy Mayor for Education. However, there must be very deliberate follow up to 
this exercise. The next step must be for funders to recognize the value of multiple 
access points for youth and to collaborate in funding efforts so young people have 
a wide variety of educational options that are catered to their individual needs. 
Creating appropriate access points that meet youth where they are educationally 
and are “best fit” options for young people will undoubtedly lead to higher rates of 
success if the options are quality ones.

Support Multi-Year Funding Streams for Programs That Demonstrate 
Competencies and Success Working with At-Risk and Disconnected Youth
There are currently an estimated 2,700 youth who lack a high school diploma or 
equivalent and are also not working in the District.32 It is unrealistic to expect 
many of these youth, but particularly those with more significant needs, to achieve 
a high school credential and enter a post-secondary option or the labor market 
in one or even two years of programming. Yet the funding streams currently 
supporting high numbers of young people in this population expire after two 
years. The District needs more long- term funding models that can be utilized to 
work with the young people who have the longest road to travel when it comes to 
achieving lasting success. Similarly, even programs that are working with young 
people who are “close” to obtaining a high school credential could positively 
benefit from more secure funding streams that extend over multiple years of 
programming. Services should not end when a young person obtains a high school 
credential. The goal must be for young people to obtain some post-secondary 
experience and a sustained presence in the labor market. Funding streams must 
account for sustained transition supports that are developmentally defined. 

Ensure Funded Program Models Include Strong Barrier Remediation 
and Case Management Components and Include Funds Specifically  
for These Services in Contracts/Grants
The effect of caring and supportive adult role models in the lives of young people 
cannot be denied, but too often programs that work with high-risk populations 
struggle to maintain a comprehensive case management system due to funding. 
Furthermore, the government contracting/grants process sometimes rewards 
quantity of youth served, often at the expense of quality. This cannot be the 
norm if the District truly wants to combat youth unemployment and promote 
self-sufficiency. Strong one-on-one case management and supports to overcome 
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barriers to work such as childcare, transportation, mental health, and housing 
need to be considered essential services when working with high-risk populations, 
and should be accounted for in the program criteria and cost assumptions for all 
contract/grant proposals.

Ensure Adult Safety Net Services Are Accessible to Older Youth  
and Young Adults
The barriers to success young people face are not so different from those often 
faced by adults struggling to achieve labor market success. Lack of childcare, 
not having enough resources for transportation or other necessary expenses for 
work or school, housing costs, and general income insecurity are all issues that 
impact workers across the District. However, youth and young adults are currently 
accessing social services in relatively small numbers when compared to older coun-
terparts, despite the fact that many youth are eligible. Individuals and entities with 
oversight of supports such as Temporary Assistance to Need Families (TANF), 
WIC (Women, Infants and Children program), the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP), the childcare voucher program, the Earned Incomes Tax 
Credit (EITC), and others need to ensure that young people are accessing appro-
priate social service supports at a proportional rate. These programs are no less 
important to young workers and families than they are to older individuals.

Focus on Cross-System Collaboration
Long-term success for the District’s young people hinges on the ability of stake-
holders to work together to form a comprehensive web of supports for young 
people across the spectrum of educational abilities, work experience, and 
social-service needs. This web needs to meet all young people where they are 
developmentally, as well as geographically. Functionally, this means programs 
must work with one another to better communicate with young people; collect 
data; establish a network of referrals and shared resources; and share program 
models/interventions that are demonstrating success. Within this collective 
approach, special attention should be dedicated to filling noticeable gaps in service 
provision (e.g. programs targeting younger youth or special populations, programs 
in certain geographic areas of the city); providing experiences that incorporate 
post-secondary attainment and employment; and bringing pervasive issues, such 
as unrecognized barriers youth face or flawed assumptions, to light.

Funders and those with oversight capabilities of government programming have 
the unique ability to ensure meaningful collaboration occurs on a regular basis. 
Elected officials can require that agencies publicly report on their coordination 
and collaboration efforts and require transparent data collection and outcome 
reporting. Private funders and public funders can ensure that potential and 
existing grantees are funded in a way that both incentivizes and supports partici-
pation in system collaboration efforts. These efforts will go a long way in ensuring 
collaboration is embedded in the institutions serving disconnected young people.
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Conclusion

Long-term success for the District’s young people hinges on implementing posi-
tive change across a broad mix of youth and adult-serving government agencies, 
non-profits, funders, and institutions. While this level of systemic reform does 
present any number of challenges, these challenges are not insurmountable. 
Other jurisdictions, including many with similar demographic characteristics to 
the District, have enacted broad-based reform that is leading to community-level 
outcomes for disconnected young people. DCAYA’s survey findings and recom-
mendations are meant as starting points so that the District can achieve its goals 
to ensure every young person who has disconnected from school, work, and other 
positive opportunities is reconnected to the education to career pipeline.
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Local Per Student Funding (Uniform Per Student Funding Formula)
Next Step Public Charter School
Youthbuild Public Charter School
Latin American Youth Center Career Academy Public Charter School
Maya Angelou Young Adult Learning Center Public Charter School
Carlos Rosario Public Charter School
Ballou STAY (DCPS)

Local Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services (DYRS) Funding
Youth Services Center
Mentoring Today

Local Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA)
Office of Youth Empowerment
United Planning Organization

Federal Workforce Investment Act Title II Adult Basic Education  
(Adult Basic Education, English as a Second Language)
Southeast Ministry
The Perry School

Federal Workforce Investment Act Out of School Youth Formula Funds
YWCA National Capital Area
Covenant House Washington
Latin American Youth Center 
Academy of Hope

Federal Job Corps Funding
Potomac Job Corps

Federal Youthbuild Funding
Sasha Bruce Youthbuild

Appendix A


