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Thousands of young Tennesseans lack the ski l ls ,  knowledge and 
experiences needed to succeed in school  or in jobs.  For many of our 
youth,  i t  is  because they fai led to earn high school  diplomas,  obtain 
post-secondary education,  or connect with the workforce.  For others , 
i t  is  because what they learned in high school  didn’t  prepare them for 
col lege:  About 40 percent of community col lege students enrol l  in  at 
least  one remedial  course.  But only 34 percent of two-year col lege 
students in remediat ion receive a degree or cert i f icate within s ix 
years ,  according to the National  Center for Education Stat ist ics . 
The ski l ls  gap disproport ionately affects some of this  state’s  most 
vulnerable youth.  For young people of color and those in low-income 
famil ies:  

•The high school  dropout rate is  higher.  In 2016-2017,  16 percent of 
Afr ican-American Tennessee students were not graduating on t ime as 
compared to 7 percent of white youth.  

• The col lege attendance rate is  lower.  According to the Tennessee 
Higher Education Commission,  34 percent of students enrol led in 
publ ic  universit ies in Tennessee are non-white.  One of the main 
obstacles to obtaining post-secondary education,  especial ly for 
low-income youth,  is  a  fear that col lege is  too expensive,  and that 
f inancial  a id is  not avai lable. 

• From an economic perspect ive,  the opportunity costs of disengaged 
youth are staggering.  Each young person who disconnects from school 
or work costs an est imated $704,020 over his  or her l i fet ime in lost 
earnings,  lower economic growth,  lower tax revenues,  and higher 
government spending 1.
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E A R LY  E M P L O Y M E N T  P R O G R A M S 
H E L P  C L O S E  T H E  G A P 

Programs that connect youth with job training, mentoring and internships offer a cost-effective way to 
act on this urgent problem before young people disconnect from school and jobs. These programs give 
youth what they most want: authentic experiences. In fact, 81 percent of students who have dropped 
out of high school responding to a survey said that having real-world experiences that connected school 
with work would have helped keep them in school. High-quality youth workforce development programs 
provide vital support systems that young 
people need, and they can dramatically 
improve young people’s academic, social, 
and financial outcomes in numerous ways. 

Early work experiences help participants 
graduate from high school and attain 
higher levels of education. Working while 
in high school has been linked to improved 
academic performance, decreased dropout 
rates and increased rates of General 
Educational Development (GED) and 
vocational certificates. Research conducted 
at Northwestern University showed 
that high school programs “with a work 
experience component can increase the 
likelihood of students’ enrolling in college 
after graduation.” These educational 
outcomes are important because more 
than half of all new jobs in the next 
decade will require some postsecondary 
education, and youth who stay in school 
and graduate from college are almost 
twice as likely as high school dropouts to 
be employed (83 percent vs. 46 percent). 
High school graduates, in turn, have 
lower rates of criminal behavior, depend 
less frequently on social services and are 
more likely to have better health and longer 
life expectancies and be more engaged in 
their communities, including voting and 
volunteering.



High-quality early work experiences influence young people’s desire and ability to succeed. Youth 
who work during high school are more motivated, perform better in school, and are more likely 
to connect school work with future success. In studying supplementary education, researchers 
Edmund Gordon, Beatrice Bridgeland and Aundra Meroe found that “high-quality programs [that] 
enable young people to examine various topics, skills, or projects that interest them deeply but 
may not be clearly linked to the school curriculum…increase[e] capacity for creative thinking and 
problem solving.” Programs that provide youth with real-world work experience while still in school 
help participants gain necessary “soft skills,” such as the ability to work in teams, communicate, 
solve problems and dress and behave appropriately in a professional setting. Youth indicate 
that their work experiences help them take responsibility, develop time-management skills and 
overcome shyness with adults. Other skills gained include perseverance, responsibility and self-
discipline. Research by Nobel Prize-winning economist James J. Heckman shows that skills like 
these are essential to success in terms of educational attainment, future wages, and life outcomes. 

Early work experiences help young people develop a stronger sense of self-efficacy, especially if the 
jobs pay well and provide opportunities to advance. Adolescent 
workers also begin to acquire “work values,” which lay the 
foundation for decision making about education and careers. 

Early employment predicts future employment. Early work 
experiences alleviate the challenge of obtaining a first job 
and gaining job experience, leading to smoother transitions 
into the workforce and greater success once there. Having 
worked in a given year increases teens’ chances of being 
employed the following year by as much as 86 percentage 
points, while older youth have almost a 100 percent chance 
of being employed if they worked more than 40 weeks the 
previous year. Moreover, participating in a youth employment 
program can increase a participant’s salary by as much as 
11 percent up to as many as eight years after high school. 
Meanwhile, youth who do not work while in high school and do 
not enroll in post-secondary schools often face lower employment rates and earnings later on. 

Early work experiences are especially important for low-income youth and those at risk of 
dropping out of school, because these populations face an increased risk of poor life outcomes, 
such as extended unemployment, poverty, poor health, substance abuse and incarceration. 
Young people who live in poor communities are more likely to drop out of high school due 
to family responsibilities, homelessness or other stressors caused by poverty, and those who 
do graduate from high school may not continue with post-secondary education for the same 
reasons. Without early exposure to the workplace and job training, young people are less likely 
to acquire the soft skills and social networks necessary to get and keep a good job. Having been 
employed during the previous year, however, mitigates the impacts of family poverty, race and 
lack of education on employment on young people age 16-24. Studies of several employment 
and development programs for low-income youth indicate that these programs have positive 
results on school performance, employment and earnings.
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•They follow youth development 
principles, which position young 
people as resources to be nurtured 
and partners in producing positive 
results. Effective programs build
positive relationships between youth and caring adults and engage 
young people with adults they can count on and who will foster young 
people’s responsibility and leadership skills. These programs create age-
appropriate opportunities (such as experiential, hands-on internships or 
work experience for older youth) and help participants acquire a positive 
self-image and identification with larger groups, such as an internship 
class.

• They connect with youth 
early, when research shows 
intervention is most effective, 
especially for young people who 
are at-risk. 
 

• They provide follow-up 
services after the students’ 
participation ends. 
 

• They provide financial 
incentives, such as payments 
and allowances. 
 

• They provide a comprehensive 
array of services, including 
academic material, counseling, 
career guidance and mentoring 
and work experience, such as 
internships and job readiness 
activities.  

T H E  M O S T  E F F E C T I V E  P R O G R A M S  A R E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E 
A N D  E N G A G E  Y O U T H  B E F O R E  T H E Y  B E C O M E  D I S C O N N E C T E D 
Effective youth employment and development programs have several characteristics that enable 
them to help at-risk young people get and stay on track:



P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
Greater investment in youth workforce development programs could put a generation of Tennessee citizens and 
businesses on more solid financial footing. 

These programs could help more at-risk youth transition into the workplace through comprehensive programs that 
develop job skills while also providing mentoring, case management, job placement, and continuing support. 
Strengthen incentives for employers to partner with youth workforce development programs and to provide intern-
ships and apprenticeships for young people. Many states already prioritize the hiring of certain populations and offer 
incentives to organizations hiring historically hard to-staff groups, and expanding these preferences to include disen-
gaged youth would be helpful.  
 
Invest in developing and expanding youth workforce development, internship, and apprenticeship programs that offer 
comprehensive services and support, especially those that target disconnected and low-income youth. 
Actively promote pathways to employment by encouraging career training and job experiences for high school stu-
dents and providing structure through links between high schools and employers.  

Establish policies that offer high school course credit for internship experiences; Allow flexible high school schedules, 
granting early release to working students; Promote soft skills training in high school; Support early college and dual 
enrollment for high school students; and train high school counselors and teachers to connect students with job 
prospects and professional networks (e.g., by helping students write resumes and cover letters, by mapping students’ 
career aspirations to high school courses and post-secondary plans).  

Invest in data collection and analysis to track the results of high-quality interventions and encourage their use. 
Encourage state agencies to track outcomes for young people involved in early work development programs by linking 
K-12 school records with data on college enrollment, persistence, and graduation. Publicize data on positive results 
to encourage more school districts to enroll young people in early workforce development programs and more busi-
nesses to partner with youth workforce development programs.
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