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In the United States, employment is a mainstream function.

Whenever employers are asked what they are looking for in a new employee, especially a young new employee, they always say the same things in the same order.

They say, “I want someone who will:


1) Show up on time ready to work


2) Take direction from a supervisor


3) Get along with co-workers and customers


4) Can read, write and do basic math, and


5) It would be nice if they knew something about my business, but if

they meet the first four requirements, I’ll teach them the job.”

These first three job requirements are mainstream behaviors that reflect mainstream values, beliefs and behavioral norms in the United States. Unfortunately, not all young people in the United States live in the mainstream or subscribe to the mainstream’s values, beliefs and behavioral norms. Many young people (some would say a growing number of young people) live in an alternate society that is separate and very different from the mainstream. In the United States, this alternate society is call the street, and it is separated from the mainstream by the fundamental principle on which the nation was founded, the principle of law. If you break the law you cross the line that separates the mainstream society from the street society and you can’t come back to the mainstream until the mainstream says you can. 

The mainstream often has difficulty recognizing the street as a separate society because the line that separates the two societies is not physical or tangible.  Both societies occupy the same time and space. It is also difficult to tell who lives in the mainstream society and who lives in the street society because there are no markings or characteristics that distinguish members of one society from the other. Anyone is capable of breaking the law. If they do, they become part of the street society and are no longer part of the mainstream.

The street is as different from the mainstream as night is from day.  In the United States, the mainstream is about the inalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The street is about survival of the fittest. The mainstream is about making it. The street is about getting over. The mainstream is fortified by elaborate institutions and systems specifically designed to protect it. The street is a dog-eat-dog world where, if a bigger dog doesn’t get you, the dogcatcher will. In the mainstream, you pursue your dreams within the confines and under the protection of the law. On the street, you get what you need and want anyway you can, and you hold onto it for as long as you can, anyway you can.

I suspect every nation has its own alternate society – its own version of the street and the mainstream. I’m going to talk specifically about the street and the mainstream in the United States because, obviously, that’s where I live and what I know. I will leave it to you, the reader, to draw parallels to your own country.

Let me give you one brief example that may help you understand the distinction I’m making. Imagine you are planning a party this weekend and you want to provide your guests with a social lubricant, as is often customary at parties. Your drug of preference is alcohol, so you go to your local liquor store to buy a case of wine for $100. The clerk takes your $100, but only gives you half a case of wine. When you complain, the clerk points a gun at you and tells you to get out of the store. What would you do? Call the police, of course, and they would come and intervene on your behalf.

Now let’s look at the same scenario again, only your drug of preference is cocaine (an illegal drug) instead of alcohol (a legal one.) The same thing happens. You go to your local distributor, give him $100, he only gives you $50 worth of cocaine, you complain and he points a gun at you and tells you to get out of his place of business. Would you still call the police? I don’t think so. Why? Because the police would arrest you along with the drug dealer.  Buying drugs is just as illegal as selling them and by attempting to buy drugs you’ve crossed the line and are no longer a part of the mainstream and its systems and institutions no longer protect you.

What is significant about the street society, as it relates to youth employment, is that the first three requirements for employment (showing up on time, taking direction and getting along with others) are irrelevant behaviors on the street. There is no place for such behaviors in a survival-oriented society. In fact, they can actually be dangerous. As a result, young people who live in the street society, which includes all young people who have broken the law, have had no need to learn these behaviors. Even if they have learned them, they see no reason to use them. This means these young people need to cross back into the mainstream – they need to adopt mainstream values, beliefs and behavioral norms – before they can become employable. Providing these young people with educational opportunities and job training, which is what most youth employment programs do, will not, in and of itself, make these young people employable because the most educated and skilled person in the world will not keep a job if he or she does not exhibit appropriate behavior in the workplace – and appropriate behavior is mainstream behavior.

There is a way to help young people who live in the street society cross back into the mainstream  - a way that works. I call it the Streetwise Strategy. I didn’t invent it. I just gave it a name. It consists of three steps – 1) establishing a non-threatening relationship with the young people you are attempting to assist, 2) imposing the consequences of  their behavior so that they learn, on an experiential level, that the street is a dead end and they are going to wind up dead or in jail if they stay there and then 3) redirecting the talents and abilities they have been using to survive on the street so that they can be successful in the mainstream.  

Tens of thousands of people in the United States have been using this strategy successfully for decades. They may call it something else. They may not even be aware they are using a specific strategy. But they are and they are getting positive results. Sadly, hundreds of thousands of people are not using this strategy and, not only aren’t they getting positive results, they are often making matters worse. 

The Job Corps program in the United States, which is arguably the largest and most successful youth employment program in the world for out-of-school youth 16 to 24 years of age, is perhaps the best example of a program that uses this strategy to help young people living in the street society cross back into the mainstream. None of the Job Corps students are hardened criminals. Job Corps is not a court diversionary program. But many of its students have crossed that line. They come to Job Corps voluntarily, looking for a way back to the mainstream. Job Corps helps them make that transition by incorporating the Streetwise Strategy into the residential component of the program (Job Corps students live on campus) and into its Behavior Management System. Job Corps also specifically teaches mainstream behaviors to its students through its Social Skills Curriculum, which is introduced to students during their first 60 days of enrollment as part of the Career Preparation Phase of the program. Once students begin to understand and adopt mainstream values, beliefs and behavioral norms, they move on to the Career Development Phase of the program where they receive academic instruction and state-of-the-art, skills training in over 100 different occupations. They continue to receive assistance from Job Corps for a year after they graduate as part of the Career Transition Phase of the program. 

In case you are not familiar with Job Corps, it was created by President Lyndon Johnson in 1964 as part of his Great Society. It is operated by the United States Department of Labor in partnership with national trade unions and private sector employers. It has an annual budget of 1.5 billion dollars and serves 72, 000 young people each year at 118   campuses all across the country. A recent five-year impact study of the Job Corps program conducted by the Mathematica Corporation determined that, for every dollar the U.S. taxpayer spends on Job Corps, the nation gets back $2.02 in increased income taxes and savings in the costs of incarceration and public assistance.

The Streetwise Strategy is simple in concept, but is not easy to use. You have to work at it if you want it to work for you. It can be taught to anyone who cares about young people and sincerely wants to help them (from parents to professionals.) It can be used as a one-on-one intervention tool, as a framework for program design and as a model for community change. It is based on three principles.

First, you can’t make anybody do anything. You can keep people from doing something through the use of physical force, but you can’t make them do something they choose not to do. The history of the world is filled with the stories of martyrs who prove that point. What you can do is influence the choices people make about how they are going to behave. However, you are not likely to have much influence with them if they see you as a threat. That’s why establishing a non-threatening relationship with young people living in the street society is the first step in helping them cross back into the mainstream. There are several factors that go into establishing a non-threatening relationship, but the most important of these factors is treating the young people you are trying to help with respect. That should be a matter or common sense. Unfortunately, common sense does not seem to be that common in today’s world. In order to earn young peoples’ respect, and the only way to get their respect is to earn it, you have to treat young people the way you want to be treated; not apply a double standard; not talk down to them and not assume you know what’s best for them because you are an adult. Crossing back from the street to the mainstream is not about what you need. It is about what they need. It is essential that you push your ego aside and listen to the young people you are trying to help. They’ll tell you what they need.  Only then can you hope to influence the choices they make.

Second, there is just one thing you can control in this life and that is yourself. Once you understand that, you stop being a victim and start being responsible for yourself. Young people living in the street society need to learn through experience that they get to choose how they are going to behavior and that the choices they make will result in consequences. In order to facilitate this learning, you have to make every effort to ensure that the consequences they experience are commensurate with the choices they make. If they continually get away with doing the wrong thing there is no incentive for them to change their behavior. Similarly, if they do the right thing and their life doesn’t get any better, then why bother? That’s what the second step of the Streetwise Strategy, imposing the consequences of their behavior, is all about.

The third principle is, you can’t judge street behavior by mainstream standards. Young people who live in the street society are not deviant and are not stupid just because they don’t behave they way you expect them to in the mainstream. Their behavior may be frightening and offensive to the mainstream, but it is consistent with and appropriate for the street society in which they live. In order to help them make the transition from the street back to the mainstream, you have look past their street behavior to find the talents and abilities they are using to survive on the street. You have to see the persuasiveness of a good salesman behind the con artist, the athletic ability and nerve of a steeplejack who builds skyscrapers behind the cat burglar, the manual dexterity of a jeweler or a watchmaker behind the pickpocket and the entrepreneurial spirit and managerial skills of a successful businessman behind the drug dealer. And then, if you want these young people to become gainfully employed, you have to redirect those talents and abilities so that they can use them to be successful in the mainstream.  

The lesson we’ve learned in the United States is that providing education and job training is important, but it is not enough to make marginalized youth employable. We have to recognize that many of the young people we want to help live in an alternate society that is alien to the mainstream and that we have to make a concerted effort to help these young people cross back into the mainstream and adopt mainstream values, beliefs and behavioral norms if we want them to be employable because employment is a mainstream function.

The purpose of this paper has been to make you aware of an approach to mainstreaming marginalized youth into regular employment that works in the United States. I hope you find it relevant to the circumstances in your country. If you are interested in learning more about the Streetwise Strategy or about the street and the mainstream in the United States, I recommend my book, Bringing Them Back Alive: A Guide to Saving Troubled and Troublesome Teenagers from Self-Destruction, which is available directly from Armadillo Publishing, on-line at www.fineliterature.com. The Job Corps Annual Report can provide you with a great deal of programmatic, administrative and evaluative information about the Job Corps program, and the Job Corps Social Skills Curriculum, which was developed for Job Corps by Applied Technology System, Inc., is also available if you’d like to know more about it. Both of these documents can be obtained from the U.S Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, Office of Job Corps, 200 Constitution Avenue, NW, Washington, DC, USA 20210.

Questions for follow-up discussion:

I have made an assumption that every nation has its own version of the street and the mainstream. Is that assumption valid, and if not, why not?

If it is valid, what separates the street from the mainstream in your country?

What adult behaviors would be considered as threatening by young people living in the street society in your country?

What consequences might you impose to teach young people that they are responsible for their actions, short of incarceration, which does nothing to improve a young person’s employment potential?

What talents and abilities that young people use to survive in your country’s street society could be redirected to make them successful in your mainstream?
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