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Improving Youth Programming and Building Capacity in Youth Employment Programs

Lessons Learned from the Promising and Effective Practices Network (PEPNet)

History and Background

Since its founding in 1979, the National Youth Employment Coalition (NYEC) has served as the major voice for community-based organizations in the United States youth employment/development system. Today, with over 200 member organizations, NYEC is a broad-based organization, comprising practitioners, policymakers, advocates, technical assistance providers, and researchers dedicated to creating and promoting policies and programs that help youth succeed in becoming lifelong learners, productive workers and self-sufficient citizens.

NYEC strives to:

· develop and improve the capacity and effectiveness of youth-serving organizations to affect youth development through employment, education and training;

· improve the staff and leadership capacity of youth serving organizations; and

· influence and inform the development of public policy through research, information, advocacy and coalition-building.

In August 1995, the National Youth Employment Coalition (NYEC) convened a Working Group of thirty-six experienced youth employment and youth development experts (a diverse group of practitioners, policy makers, researchers, employers, technical assistance providers, and more, from all around the country) to create a credible system to counter the prevailing notion that nothing works for youth who have been marginalized from traditional employment, training and education systems.   In the first year, NYEC, with the counsel of the Working Group, created the criteria of effectiveness, conceived a Self Assessment and Application and conducted a national search for effective youth employment/development programs. Thus was the Promising and Effective Practices Network, PEPNet, born. 

The Promising and Effective Practices Network (PEPNet)

The Promising and Effective Practices Network (PEPNet) is a powerful framework for program improvement, a system for national recognition and the premier resource on what works in youth development and employment in the United States. With PEPNet,

· Youth employment/development initiatives can learn what works, document successes, plan improvements, get recognition, share information, and contribute to a database of effective practice.

· Policy makers can gain a clear picture of what a quality youth program is, make more effective policy decisions, and improve how they assess and select youth initiatives. In 

particular, PEPNet is an invaluable tool for U.S. Workforce Investment Act (WIA) transition, as WIA's youth program elements closely mirror PEPNet's criteria.

· Funders can distinguish outstanding programs and help grantees increase capacity.

PEPNet's framework is based on the PEPNet Criteria for Effective Practices, developed by a diverse Working Group of youth employment/development practitioners, researchers, employers and policy makers. The Criteria fall into five broad categories: Purpose and Activities; Organization and Management; Youth Development; Workforce Development; and Evidence of Success.

Through the PEPNet improvement process, programs can engage in a cycle of continuous improvement. The seven-step cycle incorporates self-assessment, reflection and planning, capacity building, external assessment, recognition and, again, self-assessment. PEPNet Awardees have completed a self-assessment, submitted an application, participated in an extensive review process and have been recognized for exemplary practices meeting PEPNet's Criteria. 

Over the past six years PEPNet has recognized 69 Awardees in the United States and Canada from a pool of over 250 applications. Funders, policy makers and others in the field may find it helpful to use and adapt PEPNet's improvement process as they work with programs to ensure quality and identify technical assistance needs. In addition, other best practices processes that cover most of PEPNet’s criteria may apply to become “linked” processes to PEPNet. Programs who have gone through “linked” processes receive a short cut to PEPNet’s Builder designation.

With support from the U.S. Department of Labor, the Ford Foundation, the Pinkerton Foundation, and the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, NYEC promotes PEPNet through workshop presentations at conferences around the United States and through an electronic list of over 75 networks that disseminate PEPNet's information. The demand for PEPNet information has increased every year. PEPNet offers a variety of free tools and professional development opportunities to help organizations improve youth programming and build capacity. PEPNet's Web site is a rich database of what effective programs actually do - including profiles of every Awardee and an index which highlights over 500 specific practices that awardees have found effective. To access the criteria, self-assessment, index of effective practices and more, go to www.nyec.org/pepnet.  

PEPNet also helps funders, policy makers, technical assistance providers, researchers and others to ensure that their work encompasses what we have learned about effective practices. 

Lessons Learned from the Promising and Effective Practices Network (PEPNet)

After six years and 69 Awardees, PEPNet has identified a dozen lessons about effective youth programs that administrators, staff, funders, policymakers and local communities should consider in supporting, designing, and implementing youth employment programs.
1. There is no single model. Effective youth programs are not a one-size-fits-all commodity. They are operated by diverse non-profit organizations; by school districts, community agencies, and federal and state/provincial departments; and by for-profit groups and private employers. They employ different approaches and focus on different things: vocational training, basic education, work experience, community development, entrepreneurship, summer programs. Common to all, however, is that they engage young people in their development and provide high quality services for enough time to have an impact. 

2. Work can and should be a positive youth developmental activity. Effective youth initiatives recognize and use work as a developmental tool. They make work a means for learning, for building responsibility, and for achieving personal development and growth. Just a few of the examples from PEPNet Awardees: work is part of thoughtful school-to-work programs; featured in a summer program that puts teams of youngsters into their own business enterprises; and is the major organizing principle of a residential program for adjudicated youth that teaches responsibility and growth. 

3. Variety in workforce development approaches makes it possible to tailor services to individual needs. Effective training includes solid workforce components beyond remedial academic skills and occupational classes. Effective programs in PEPNet add innovative wrinkles: carpentry classes located on and involving the repair of boats; paid community work experience renovating low-income housing or tutoring youngsters; building wooden furniture; assisting in a hospital emergency room in preparation for firefighter training; opportunities to explore different careers; exposure to local colleges and universities. Effective programs use workforce development activities to help young people identify personal interests and begin to move towards long-term employment goals. 

4. Establish effective, innovative connections with the private sector. Effective initiatives develop strong linkages to the private sector and maintain and expand upon these. They accomplish this by creating employer councils, consortia, and advisory committees and listening to what the employers say; by inviting employers to provide instructional staff, training facilities, and other resources; by asking employers to share their technical business expertise; and by communicating with employers regularly. 

5. Incorporate opportunities for community service. Effective programs recognize the importance of community service. Among the Awardees, some initiatives make community service the focus of their entire program. In others, young people are expected (or required) to volunteer in the community during the program. Initiatives emphasize the civic value of community service; use civic responsibility to reinforce the notions of personal responsibility, involvement, and leadership; and include it as an important form of work experience and work-based learning. 

6. Leverage resources and funding through collaboration and partnership. Effective initiatives display a creative variety of collaborations and illustrate the use of collaboration as an element of program design. In many cases, collaboration reflects a strategic approach to widening the array of resources (housing, training, transportation, medical and day care) available for young people in an efficient and cost-effective way. Collaborations also expand a program's ability to provide diverse, quality work experience and workforce development activities, with community agencies and organizations, the education system, and public agencies. Collaboration with education agencies is increasing, and six PEPNet winners are running charter schools.

7. Provide extended services. Effective programs stress longer-term supports for youth, from a minimum of six months to a year, with possibilities for more extended involvement. One way programs do this is through post-placement services, providing support and regular follow-up after a young person has ended formal participation in the program and is connected to the labor market. Another is through structured Alumni programs, through which former participants can receive support while providing orientation and guidance to current participants. Effective initiatives don't end with job placement; rather, they help sustain attachment to the labor market or postsecondary education. 

8. Structure strong, long-term relationships with competent, caring adults. Effective programs connect youth to caring adults. Research, experience, and intuition all support the value to young people of a caring, competent adult they can talk to about plans, problems, decisions, and their future. Such mentors may be a counselor (a reason for continuity among staff), a teacher, a secretary, a program alumnae/us, or a work supervisor. 

9. Hire and develop quality staff. Effective programs take special care and pay attention to the qualifications, screening, and continued training of staff. PEPNet Awardees have clear, cogent minimum qualifications for individual staff positions and communicate high expectations. In some initiatives, the youth are involved in screening staff. Other programs develop career ladders which enable participants and staff to progress within the organization. Effective programs also strive for staff stability and continuity, and devote resources and attention to in-service staff training and development. In many instances, both the qualifications and the training of staff focus on the knowledge of the principles of youth development. 

10. Commit to continuous improvement. Effective programs take active steps to grow and improve. They rely on internal self-evaluation as well as outside assessments (including independent evaluations) to gauge their impacts and identify ways to strengthen what they do. They place heavy emphasis on training of staff and depend on feedback from their participants to help in identifying areas that need attention. 

11. Emphasize family and/or peer support. Effective programs place a special focus on families and develop ways to engage families. PEPNet Awardee examples include a designated family day and invitations to open houses, orientation, and workshops; staff conducting regular home visits and intervening in crisis situations; and counseling for young people to help strengthen family relationships. Effective initiatives also organize mutual support networks among the young people in the program. These may involve connecting participants to successful graduates, or helping the youth in the program to form bonds with each other. Peers are a major influence for young people and developing these new friendships and support networks helps them continue on their path to success. Also, for many participants, it is the first time they are being encouraged and rewarded for working towards something positive with and by their peers. 

12. Recognize and respond to age and developmental needs. Effective programs are designed to address the ages and developmental stages of their participants. They assess individual needs and goals at intake and track these through authentic assessment; customize courses for youth with special needs; and sequence activities so young people experience a series of successes and increase their responsibilities.

Adapting PEPNet and Promoting Effective Practice Abroad

The Umsobomvu Youth Fund, South Africa's multi-million dollar investment in youth employment and youth development, has used PEPNet's Criteria as a basis for its own Standards for Effective Projects (USEP). Alan Zuckerman, NYEC's former Executive Director, worked as a senior advisor to the Fund's CEO. The USEP closely parallels PEPNet's Criteria and will guide the grantmaking decisions of this Fund over the next five to seven years. The USEP is an excellent example of how a funder can use PEPNet to guide grantmaking in the areas of youth employment and youth development.

In Liverpool, England, the New Deal Innovation Convention 2001, the premier yearly gathering of individuals involved with the United Kingdom's welfare-to-work program, featured a workshop on PEPNet which gave an overview of PEPNet, PEPNet's Criteria, information, and tools. NYEC planned the workshop in response to a demand for information about best practices and resources that could be adapted for use in the UK.

NYEC staff frequently fields inquiries from around the world. For example, NYEC staff has recently been in contact with:

· The UK Government's Full Time Education and Training Program, Glasgow, Scotland;

· Council for Voluntary Youth Services, Herefordshire, England;

· Ballymun Youth Strategy Group, Dublin, Ireland;

· The Cayman Islands Education Department;

· The Ministry of Youth Affairs in New Zealand; and

· Human Resources Development Canada, Canada's equivalent of the U.S. Department of Labor.

PEPNet and Policy

Since 1995, PEPNet’s unique base of knowledge about youth employment/development practice has steadily gained recognition among policymakers, programs and funders. 

One important example is the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 in the United States. WIA is a law that governs the federal workforce investment system. Congressional and Administration staff drew from PEPNet as they developed this legislation. Four PEPNet awarded programs took the lessons learned to the United States Congress, testifying in both the House and Senate as Congress was drafting the WIA. As a result, this major federal employment legislation incorporates many of the practices identified by PEPNet as important for effective youth employment/development programming. 

Conclusion

PEPNet has grown considerably in the past seven years but has barely begun to reach its potential. NYEC seeks to build its knowledge base and needs more examples of effective programming to inform practice and policy. If you work with a youth employment/development program, consider using PEPNet’s tools and applying to PEPNet in 2003. 

The PEPNet Criteria workbook (found at www.nyec.org/pepnet) is the core PEPNet resource document. We at the National Youth Employment Coalition hope that you find it a useful resource in your ongoing work. We welcome you comments and look forward to your continued engagement with PEPNet and NYEC. 

For more information contact:

Mala B. Thakur

Director, Capacity Building Initiatives

National Youth Employment Coalition

1836 Jefferson Place, NW

Washington, DC 20036

(202) 659-1064

(202) 659-0399

www.nyec.org
mt@nyec.org 

Additional Resources

· National Youth Employment Coalition. Washington, DC. www.nyec.org  

· American Youth Policy Forum. Washington, DC. www.aypf.org
· Forum for Youth Investment. Takoma Park, MD. www.forumforyouthinvesment.org
· National Institute of Standards and Technology. Gaithersburg, MD. www.quality.nist.gov
· Public Private Ventures. Philadelphia, PA. www.ppv.org
· Sar Levitan Center for Social Policy Studies. Baltimore, MD. www.levitan.org
· Office of Youth Services, Employment and Training Administration, U.S. Department of Labor. Washington, DC. www.doleta.gov/youth_services
· The Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development. www.theinnovationcenter.org
· Center for Youth Development and Policy Research, Academy for Educational Development. Washington, DC. www.cyd.aed.org
· Nation Center or Work and Learning, Academy for Educational Development. Washington, DC. www.niwl.org
· National Youth Development Information Center. Provided by the National Assembly for Health and Human Service Organizations. Washington, DC. www.nydic.org
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