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DDisconnected Youth: A Civic Crisis
New York City faces a civic crisis of “disconnected” youth and 
young adults. There are over 163,000 young people ages 16 
to 24 who are neither in school nor in the labor force. When 
we add the number of “unemployed” young adults, who are 
actively seeking work but unable to find it, we have more than 
220,000 young people who are not in school nor working—
nearly one in five of the total age group. These young people—
largely youth of color from poor communities—are at high risk 
of becoming permanently disengaged from the labor market, 
threatening their ability to break out of the cycle of poverty 
and contribute to our economy and community. Their idleness 
represents a great waste of resources and human potential.

Who Are Disconnected Youth?
Disconnected youth are overwhelmingly people of color: 43 percent are Latino and 30 percent are 
African American. The number of males and females is nearly equal, but when we do not count young 
mothers, there are nearly three times as many young men than women who are disconnected. 

Nearly two-thirds of the disconnected are ages 20 to 24, with only one-third still in their teens. 
As a result, many in this larger, older group are ineligible for most youth services or obtaining a 
high school diploma—in New York, you cannot get a high school diploma if you are over 21.

Disconnected young people are highly concentrated in the city. In some neighborhoods, they 
make up over 20 percent of all people ages 16 to 24. Disconnected youth live in the same 
neighborhoods where schools are weak and jobs are scarce—where many young people need a 
second chance to succeed, but did not get a very good first one to begin with.

The number of disconnected youth has grown significantly in recent years, reaching its highest 
level—more than 167,000—at the lowest point of the economic downturn in 2003. Four years 
later, after an economic upswing and strong efforts at school reform, we find that the numbers 
have barely changed. If we are at the outset of another economic downturn, these numbers will 

EXECUTIVE  
	 SUMMARY

E
X

E
C

U
T

IV
E

 S
U

M
M

A
R

Y

Disconnection rate in NYC, 2005
Youth ages 16 to 24

Up to 5 percent

5 to 10 percent

10 to 15 percent

15 to 20 percent

More than 20 percent



�	 www.cssny.org

rise, this time even higher. We need to act now 
to keep the crisis from ballooning further.

The Consequences for New York
Every New Yorker has a stake in this struggle. 
When our young people lack the skills that 
local industries need and are unable to support 
themselves, we all bear the financial costs—a 
weaker economy, a smaller tax base, and higher 
expenditures on public benefits. When our 
communities are not defined by participation 
in school and work, they are less safe and 
economically secure, and we are more divided.

A great opportunity is hidden within this 
challenge. In the coming years, the combination 
of industry growth and an aging workforce 
will produce sizeable new openings in the 
labor market. Young adults with the skills to 
compete for these jobs will be well positioned 
to move into these openings, earn real wages, 
and contribute to their families and the city’s 
economy. We need to invest now to ensure 
that our young people become the workforce 
for tomorrow—we cannot afford to continue 
wasting their energy, talent, and potential. If 
we don’t invest now, we will pay later.

Findings
This report examines our current investments—
all the publicly provided education and 
workforce development funding streams 
available to re-engage young New Yorkers ages 
16 to 24. We conduct our analysis with two 
questions in mind:

Are existing services to reconnect youth 
enough to meet the needs of New York 
City?
Are funding streams organized in a way 
that makes the most of our investments?

The short answer to both questions is no. 
Right now, we are not investing enough, nor are 
our investments organized efficiently. Existing 
funding is low, the scale of existing programs 
is too small, and our current efforts are not 
targeted to the specifics of the disconnected 
youth population. Funding streams are 
completely separate, making life difficult for 
organizations that provide services and nearly 

■

■

impossible for youth trying to reconnect.
Existing public education and workforce 

funding serves no more than seven percent 
of New York City’s disconnected youth in 
programs targeted to young people. We estimate 
that there are fewer than 12,000 program slots 
available specifically to re-engage young people: 
5,500 program slots in the education system 
and 6,400 in workforce programs.

While the Department of Education has 
the largest pool of funds that could reach the 
population (over $100 million), most of its 
programs are primarily designed to prevent 
disconnection among the 70,000 over-age and 
under-credited students that are still attending 
regular high schools. Only District 79 GED 
programs directly target disconnected youth—
but with just 5,500 program slots, these programs 
serve a small fraction of the population.

There are 85,000 disconnected youth who 
have not completed high school and are without 
a GED. Sixty-five percent of this population are 
between the ages of 20 and 24 and, as such, are 
unlikely or ineligible to return to school for a 
high school diploma or to District 79 for a GED. 
The options for these young people are limited.  
More than 12,000 young people seek GED or 
basic education through the adult education 
system, which is poorly designed to meet their 
needs. While almost one in five (17 percent) 
of people in the adult education system are 
between the ages of 16 and 24, adult education 
is not designed or funded to re-engage youth.

The most successful programs to re-engage 
youth are comprehensive. They utilize a youth-
development approach, offering basic literacy and 
numeracy through GED attainment, workforce 
readiness (including career exploration), and 
training in “soft” and “hard” skills. These programs 
also provide assistance with job placement and 
retention, advancement in employment, and 
other life skill-building activities.

The three programs identified by this 
study that are designed to provide these sort 
of comprehensive services—Out-of-School 
Youth (OSY), Job Corps, and the as-yet-
unimplemented NYC Justice Corps—together 
offer fewer than 3,000 slots for youth. These 
programs tend to cost more: the OSY program 
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administered by New York City Department of 
Youth and Community Development (DYCD) 
costs an average of $7,500 per participant. Other 
workforce programs do target disconnected 
youth, but are funded at lower levels. Nine 
hundred slots exist in the Young Adult Internship 
Program, which serves the most job-ready 
disconnected youth. Another 3,700 slots are 
supported by two major City Council initiatives, 
which are funded at much lower levels.

More than 14,000 young people seek job 
placement services in the adult workforce 
development system, including the workforce 
development programs run by the New 
York City Department of Small Businesses 
Services (SBS) and the two Human Resource 
Administration (HRA) programs we examined, 
Begin Employment, Gain Independence Now 

(BEGIN) and Parks Opportunity Plus (POP). 
As with adult educational services, workforce 
development programs for adults tend not 
to be funded to deliver programming with 
the emphasis on development necessary for 
disconnected youth; programs that incorporate 
both teenage and adult populations can leave 
young people feeling out of place. Another 
limitation of the adult system for serving 
disconnected youth is that many young people 
cannot access Individual Training Accounts 
(ITAs), the vouchers given to SBS workforce 
clients to purchase focused job training 
services. ITAs are targeted to unemployed 
individuals who have a high school diploma 
or GED, leaving out the approximately 50 
percent of disconnected young adults who 
lack these credentials.

Recommendations, In Brief
Expand Service Capacity

Expand eligibility of services to age 24. Too many young people age out of transitional 
programs, despite research that says they are not ready for adult systems. Expanded 
service to include young people up to age 24 will require increased investment, but 
some can be accomplished by merging certain adult and youth funding streams.
Invest in more comprehensive workforce development programs. There are simply 
not enough available slots in evidence-based programs that combine the education 
and workforce preparation that disconnected youth need to succeed, particularly for 
those who are too old to be eligible for a high school diploma. Doubling the number 
of existing program slots would cost approximately $22.5 million.
More efforts to target low-level learners. We know that a vast number of disconnected 
youth and young adults have extremely low skill levels, and we need to make sure that 
our investments target them specifically.

Coordinate Programs Across Various Agencies
Agree on outcomes, and ensure that services exist to reach them. Fund providers to 
offer enough services to prepare all youth to succeed in work or college and develop 
outcomes measures that reward incremental progress toward achieving work and 
educational credentials.
Support assessment and referrals. To avoid replicating the lack of continuity in poor 
communities, the public sector should support connections across services so that 
young people end up in the programs that are right for them.
Develop accountability. The city should identify an individual or office that is responsible 
for disconnected youth, and provide regular updates on our progress to reconnect them.
Establish a reconnection hotline. The city needs to make it easy for young people to 
gather information and figure out how to get back on track.

■
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NNew York City is home to 163,304 “disconnected” youth and young adults—individuals ages 16 
to 24 who are neither in school nor in the labor force.1  If we include those young New Yorkers 
who are unemployed but actively seeking work, the number increases by 60,175 to over 223,000 
young people who are not in school and not working.

More alarming still is that the number of New York City’s disconnected youth remains high, 
despite economic fluctuations. In years past, youth connection to school ran “counter-cyclical” 
to the economy: during periods of growth, fewer young people remained enrolled in school, 
but more entered work, and during downturns when jobs were scarcer, school enrollment rates 
increased. As the Community Service Society (CSS) reported in 2005, however, this dynamic 
has not held through recent economic cycles: the economic downturn of 2001 did not result in 
increased school enrollment, and the subsequent improvement of the economy did not bring 
higher labor force participation rates for youth and young adults.2  This new phenomenon has 
led to unprecedented and sustained levels of disconnected, idle young people, who as of 2003, at 
the height of the last local economic downturn, had grown to comprise 16 percent of their age 
group. Four subsequent years of job growth and significant public high school reforms aimed 
at improving graduation rates have barely moved these numbers—from 167,781 to 163,304, or 
15 percent of the age cohort.3  

The scale of the issue—approximately one out of every five New York City residents between 
the ages of 16 and 24 is not engaged in school or work—is daunting. But the future costs of the 
problem as it exists today should motivate the community to demand solutions now. We do not 
want to lose the economic benefits and tax revenues from tens of thousands not working. We 
also know that young people who are not on a path toward gainful employment too often become 
involved in crime and/or substance abuse. Incarcerating a young person costs over $60,000 
per year and substance abuse treatment costs an annual $20,0004, as well as the individual’s 
inability to contribute to family and community. In other words, we face a choice: invest now 
in re-engaging these young people, or pay later for the consequences of our inactivity.

There are also social reasons for action, including the fact that young people within this 
age group are the main perpetrators and victims of violence. Connecting more of them to 
school and employment will keep them—and the rest of us—safer. Finally, this issue has a moral 
dimension: the large majority of disconnected youth are people of color from environments 
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of poverty and failed public systems.5  We 
know that well-to-do young people who 
struggle in their late teens and early 20’s 
often get second, third, and fourth chances to 
succeed—and routinely do. Our nation’s poor, 
however, are rarely offered a second chance, 
even when their first one is sabotaged by poor 
households, bad schools, and crime-ridden 
neighborhoods. Engaging and reconnecting 
these young people to the education and skills 
necessary for them to support themselves and 
contribute to New York’s economy must be a 
priority for the city.

To reverse the trend of youth disconnection, 
policy makers will need a vision for and 
commitment to building a comprehensive 
system of supports and services to re-engage 
these young people at every level of skill and 
readiness. Research has shown that individuals 
who do not have a successful workplace 
experience by age 25 face sharply diminished 
chances of enjoying financial stability in their 
lifetimes.6  Given the large number of young 
adults currently in this category, we must act 
now.

The Focus of This Work
This report presents the first side-by-side 
look at all the publicly provided education 
and workforce development funding streams 
available to re-engage young New Yorkers 
ages 16 to 24. Discussions of policy solutions 
for disconnected youth typically include both 
measures to prevent youth disconnection and 
ways to re-engage young people who are already 
disconnected (often termed “recuperation”). 
Though the report touches on several public 
initiatives aimed at prevention, recuperation 
is the primary focus of this work; our belief 
is that little attention has been paid to what 
is available for the large number of those who 
do not succeed initially.

Research indicates that young people who 
aspire to jobs that pay middle class wages 
require a baseline level of math and literacy 
skill, as well as the ability to solve problems 
and communicate on the job7—the fruits of 
education and workforce readiness. As such, 
we examine the public education programs 

offered or funded by the New York City 
Department of Education and the New 
York State Education Department, the two 
principal education presences in the city. On 
the workforce side, we consider the programs 
administered by the Departments of Youth 
and Community Development (DYCD) and 
Small Business Services (SBS).

As the first holistic look at the current 
agglomeration of funding streams that 
support service to disconnected youth, this 
report highlights two fundamental challenges. 
First, the level of services currently available 
to address this crisis is inadequate compared 
to the need. Second, there is no “system” as 
such: with virtually no exceptions, each of 
the programs discussed below was conceived 
and is administered in isolation from all other 
offerings. The result is a bureaucratic black 
hole that confuses youngsters and service 
providers alike. We hope that policy makers 
will recognize that this state of affairs is both 
inefficient and unfair—and that now is the 
time to build a comprehensive system, in which 
the range of services that disconnected youth 
need are coordinated to the point where every 
young person can access appropriate services 
to help him or her reconnect and start on a 
path to success.

Methodology 
In determining which services to include in 
this work, CSS first consulted a number of 
knowledgeable stakeholders (policy makers 
and service providers) to develop a list of 
all recuperation services in New York City 
funded through federal, state, and local 
education and workforce systems. CSS then 
surveyed each city and state agency to collect 
information, using a consistent protocol. The 
protocol asked for:

A description of services funded; 
Intended outcomes of those services; 
Participation eligibility requirements; 
How a young person would access the 
services; and 
Funding and service levels for the 
current fiscal year (FY08).8  

■
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Each agency was contacted numerous 
times and provided with opportunities 
to review and confirm the information 
presented here.

Limitations
This report should not be read as a 
comprehensive, all-inclusive examination 
of reconnection services. Given the number 
of local, state, and federal public agencies 
and offices within them, as well as programs 
and contracts that are administered by 
outside providers in New York City, it was 
not possible for a non-governmental entity 
to conduct a full inventory of publicly 
supported programs that offer services to 
the disconnected youth population. This 
effort covers only programs available to all 
New Yorkers through the public education 
and workforce systems.9  As such, it excludes 
funding or programming available to certain 
subsets of young people looking to reconnect. 
Further work to examine services for specific 
sub-populations of disconnected youth, such 
as those aging out of the foster care system 
or developmentally disabled individuals, 
would be a useful next step. New York City 
agencies that provide targeted reconnection 
services, but which are not examined here, 
include:

Administration for Children’s Services;
Department of Corrections;
Department of Health and Mental 
Hygiene;
Department of Homeless Services; and
Office of Mental Retardation and 
Developmental Disability.

With the exception of two important 
large-scale City Council initiatives—Jobs 
to Build On and NYC Works—this report 
also does not cover the nearly $2 million 
in additional funding provided by the City 
Council to community-based organizations 
for education and workforce development.10 

Each year, the City Council disburses funds 
targeted directly to a range of organizations, 
some of which provide services to 
disconnected youth. Given the small amount 
of funds dedicated to these services and 

■
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their vulnerability to change from one year 
to the next, we do not consider them part 
of the formal public response to the issue of 
disconnected youth. We have also excluded 
several initiatives that were budgeted in 
FY2008 but have yet to be implemented or 
to have set service targets for young people 
16–24 as of April 2008.11  Private funding, 
which often makes up valuable portions 
of the budgets of service providers to 
disconnected youth, is also excluded.12  

This effort also does not include the range 
of services that we consider “supportive”: 
those not primarily aimed at getting young 
adults to connect to school or work, but 
which are crucial to remove barriers that 
stand in the way of achieving those goals. 
Such programs may provide young people 
with health care, food security, housing, or 
counseling for mental health and substance 
abuse. 

Finally, the service and funding numbers 
presented in the funding snapshot are not 
completely consistent. For service levels, 
we have attempted to determine the 
service capacity of current public funding 
to reconnect youth and young adults. In 
some cases, we were able to obtain exactly 
that: the number of available “slots” open 
to prospective participants each year for 
a given funding stream. In other cases, we 
were only able to find out the number of 
individuals that had actually enrolled in a 
given service—not the number of available 
slots. The funding snapshot attempts to 
make these distinctions as clear as possible. 
Similarly, it is difficult to compare the 
funding levels of programs directly operated 
by public agencies versus those that are 
contracted out to non-governmental service 
providers. Where we have calculated per-
participant cost averages, we have not 
included the administrative costs for 
government agencies that contract out 
the complete operation of their programs. 
Again, we have tried to be as clear as possible 
about those distinctions.
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EEducation Funding
Achievement of a high school diploma or GED (test of General Educational Development) 
certificate should be a basic outcome expected of all young people. Under the current structure 
of education funding outside high school, too few young people will earn diplomas or GEDs, 
and those who do not are cut off from the possibilities for advancement that those certifications 
confer. Although a high school diploma should be the primary goal for every youth, we must 
provide for the fact that too many have already missed this opportunity, and that despite our 
best efforts, many will continue to do so. We can hold high expectations for all youth while 
maintaining a robust system of alternative pathways. 

Most education funding is aimed at young people who are falling behind, but still 
connected.

Of all of the programs and funding streams surveyed in this effort, the New York City 
Department of Education (NYC DOE) has the largest pool of funds. The NYC DOE 
spends over $100 million for Young Adult Borough Centers (YABCs), Transfer High Schools, 
and District 79 GED programs. Under the Bloomberg administration, the NYC DOE has 
significantly expanded options for “over-age, under-credited” students to earn high school 
diplomas: there are over 15,000 such slots in YABCs and Transfer Schools, a more than five-
fold increase since 2001. Although disconnected youth are eligible for some of these programs, 
very few of the 15,000 participants were previously disconnected. Most of the DOE programs 
are primarily designed to prevent disconnection for the 70,000 over-age, under-credited youth 
who are still attending regular high school—not the 85,000 disconnected youth without a high 
school diploma.13  

There are not enough options for young people who will not return to high school.
Approximately 85,000 young people—50 percent of New York City’s disconnected youth—

have not completed high school or obtained a GED.14  There are significant limitations to 
how we serve these young people. For too many, attainment of a high school diploma is not an 
option, for two primary reasons:
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Age eligibility: New York City does 
not allow individuals over age 21 to 
receive diplomas.15  This renders all 22- 
to 24-year-olds ineligible for diploma 
programs, and effectively disqualifies 
20- to 21-year-olds who do not have 
near the 44 credits and five Regents 
Examinations required for a high 
school diploma. Yet, according to data 
from the Current Population Survey 
(CPS), almost two-thirds (65 percent) 
of disconnected youth are between the 
ages of 20 and 24, and thus unlikely or 
ineligible to return to school.16  
Setting: Many high school dropouts are 
unwilling to return to the same type 
of formal school environments where 
they previously experienced failure. 
Older youth are often more likely to 
seek services from smaller community-
based organizations they trust.17 

The only youth-oriented educational 
services that specifically target dropouts are 
the 5,500 slots in District 79 (D79), the branch 
of the NYC DOE dedicated to providing 
GED and related services to individuals age 21 
and under.18  (Tens of thousands of dropouts 
between the ages of 22 and 24 cannot access 
D79 services and are only eligible for adult 
education programs.) Of the 5,500 D79 slots, 
approximately 1,000 are designed for those 
with below ninth-grade reading levels—these 
slots are referred to as “Adult Basic Education” 
if students enter at elementary school grade 
levels, and “pre-GED” if they arrive at middle 
school grade levels. 

Far too few program slots exist at the 
pre-GED and basic education level. Yet the 
need to serve young adults at these lower 
educational levels is great: the majority of 
the city’s dropouts are individuals who were 
behind in their skills development,19 and 
approximately 43 percent of young adults 
who sought services in the adult education 
system were in basic education or pre-
GED classes.20  Research shows that GED 
attainment does improve labor market 
outcomes for individuals with low skills.21  
More importantly, young people without a 

■

■

diploma or the equivalent are blocked from 
a number of jobs that require certification, 
as well as the possibility of college, where 
completion of associate’s and bachelor’s 
degrees confers even greater economic 
benefits.22  

Programs that couple GED attainment with 
college placement have shown particularly 
strong benefits and were thus cited by the 
NYC Commission for Economic Opportunity 
(CEO), the city’s anti-poverty initiative, as one 
of its two recommendations for recuperating 
disconnected youth.23  A few such programs 
are available to youth in New York City, but 
none have been developed under the NYC 
Center for Economic Opportunity, the agency 
created to implement the recommendations 
of the Commission.24  

Despite the 85,000 disconnected young 
adults without secondary school diplomas, 
just 16,575 16- to 24-year-olds—in any type 
of publicly or privately funded program—
took a GED exam in 2006, with only 8,203 
passing the test.25  Our city cannot afford 
to let these young people reach adulthood 
without secondary certification. In this 
economy, employers are looking for workers 
who have at least a secondary school 
degree.26  We must expand GED, pre-GED 
and basic education programming for young 
adults who will not achieve a high school 
diploma.

Large numbers of youth seek education 
services in adult programs.

The majority of disconnected youth who 
receive education services do so through adult 
education programs, such as basic literacy, 
English for Speakers of Other Languages 
(ESOL), or GED exam preparation. 
According to the Mayor’s Office of Adult 
Education, approximately 70,000 New 
Yorkers participated in these programs last 
year, including more than 12,000 (17 percent) 
between the ages of 16 and 24. With $80 
million in combined funding, adult education 
is provided by:

The NYC DOE Office of Adult and 
Continuing Education (OACE); 

■
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Two separate funding streams that are 
funneled directly to local organizations 
from the New York State Education 
Department (WIA Title II and Adult 
Literacy and Education); and 
Two funding streams to providers from 
the New York City Department of 
Youth and Community Development 
(NYC Adult Literacy Initiative and 
Neighborhood Development Areas).

Youth end up in adult programs for 
both structural and programmatic reasons. 
Structurally, young people “age out” of both 
diploma-granting options and youth-oriented 
GED programs: at age 22, individuals are no 
longer eligible for high school or District 79 
services. Within the DOE, young people 22 and 
older can seek adult education services from 
the Office of Continuing and Adult Education 
(OACE). Eligibility for programs outside of 
the DOE begins at age 16, and many young 
people ages 16 to 24 seek adult education 
services outside of the DOE for programmatic 
reasons. Many young adults feel they have 
been failed by the formal school system and 
will only re-engage in programs provided 
outside of school settings. Adult literacy and 
education funds from the New York State 
Department of Education (NYSED) and the 
New York City Department of Community 
Development (DYCD) are funneled directly 
to community providers—many of whom 
are neighborhood-based organizations with 
unique connections to their communities—to 
create and operate their own programs.27 

Adult literacy and GED programs are not 
designed and are not funded to re-engage 
youth. Studies have shown that young people, 
especially those who struggled early in life, 
have the greatest chance of succeeding in 
environments that provide a range of support 
for their cognitive, social, and emotional 
development.28  Adult education programs, 
however, do not have the resources to 
provide this support: in New York City, 
adult literacy programs average close to 
$1,100 per participant. By contrast, the DOE 
funds its 5,500 District 79 program slots at 
approximately $11,000 per student.

■

■

Workforce Funding
Existing workforce development programs 
serve relatively few disconnected youth.

While education programs provide the 
basic skills necessary for individuals to gain 
entry into and succeed within the workplace, 
the soft skills and supported work experience 
provided by workforce development programs 
are also important to help place young 
people on their path to the labor market. 
Unfortunately, few workforce development 
resources are targeted to youth. And, just 
as in education programming, there are few 
comprehensive programs available to re-
engage and prepare disconnected youth. 

Research and evaluation have shown that 
comprehensive programs encompassing the 
following components are pre-requisites 
for successfully engaging youth in the 
workforce:29  

Each young person feels that at least 
one adult has a strong stake in his or 
her labor market success.
Programs are connected to employers 
and placement with one of these 
employers is possible. 
At each step of the program, each young 
person feels the need to improve his or 
her education and credentials.
Program support is available for a long 
period of time.
Effective connections are maintained 
between the programs and providers of 
support services.
The program emphasizes civic 
involvement and service.
Motivational techniques—including 
financial incentives, peer support, and 
leadership opportunities—are used.

The three programs identified by this 
study that encompass these components—
Out of School Youth, Job Corps, and 
the as-yet-unimplemented NYC Justice 
Corps—offer fewer than 3,000 slots for 
youth between them. These programs utilize 
a youth-development approach, offering 
basic literacy and numeracy through GED 
attainment, workforce readiness (including 
career exploration), and training in “soft” 
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and “hard” skills. These programs also 
provide assistance with job placement and 
retention, advancement in employment, 
and other life skill-building activities. But 
these programs are the exception to the rule: 
the large majority of available workforce 
development programs and services are 
designed for adults and ill-suited to meet the 
needs of young people with skill deficits and 
little educational attainment, trying to gain a 
foothold in the labor market.

This study has identified that, in total, the 
city’s workforce programs serve approximately 
7,160 disconnected youth. These programs are 
briefly described below, including the number 
of youth they serve and, where possible, the 
cost per participant:

The Out-of-School Youth (OSY) 
program is designed to serve 
approximately 1,000 disconnected youth 
participants each year. Administered 
by the Department of Youth and 
Community Development (DYCD)30, 
OSY has a service period of one year, 
plus another year of follow up. OSY 
programs offer the most comprehensive 
services of any workforce initiative that 
serves youth, providing educational 
support, vocational training, stipends, 
and placement into education or work. 
Annual funding for OSY averages 
approximately $7,500 per participant.
The United States Department of 
Labor directly operates Job Corps, a 
residential program for disconnected 
youth that serves just fewer than 500 
New York City residents ages 18 to 
25 per year. Job Corps helps young 
people learn a trade, get a GED, and 
find a job. Participants receive stipends 
throughout the program, which is 
funded at approximately $6,400 per 
participant.
The NYC CEO has created the Young 
Adult Internship Program (YAIP), 
which serves 900 youth per year. Also 
administered by DYCD, YAIP is an 
internship program for “the most job-
ready” disconnected youth and is funded 

■

■

■

at close to $3,500 per participant, 
plus stipends. Although the eligibility 
for participation in YAIP requires 
no higher than a sixth grade reading 
level, its Request for Proposal (RFP) 
to prospective providers identifies 
the population of disconnected youth 
that have diplomas or GEDs as the 
program’s target. Participants receive a 
month of orientation services followed 
by placement in a three-month 
internship.31  
The NYC CEO also has designed, 
but not yet implemented, the NYC 
Justice Corps, which is slated to 
serve 300 court-involved youth per 
year in comprehensive education and 
workforce preparation programs. 
The Human Resource Administration 
(HRA) offers two intensive welfare-to-
work programs that target adults, but 
which serve a substantial number of 
18- to 24-year-olds. Begin Employment, 
Gain Independence Now (BEGIN) is a 
35-hour-a-week program that combines 
basic skill development, job training, 
and workplace experience—it enrolled 
880 young adults in FY07. The Parks 
Opportunity Program provides six-
month transitional employment to 
public assistance recipients, along with 
basic skills and job training—it enrolled 
882 young adults in FY07.
Two major New York City Council 
workforce initiatives are slated to 
serve 3,700 disconnected youth this 
year. Three thousand slots are reserved 
through Jobs to Build On and 700 
through contracts distributed by 
NYC Works. Per-participant funding, 
program details, and accountability for 
Council initiatives are unclear and vary 
among providers, although many of the 
contractors are experienced providers 
of services to disconnected youth. We 
were only able to obtain funding data 
for the NYC Works youth programs, 
which average approximately $750 per 
participant.32 

■

■

■
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The majority of young people in workforce 
development initiatives are in programs 
designed for adults.

In New York City, the Department of Small 
Business Services (SBS) administers adult 
workforce programs, which are available to 
individuals over age 18. SBS has set for itself 
two primary missions: assist unemployed 
individuals in finding work, and facilitate the 
workforce needs of companies and, in some 
cases, industries and sectors.33  The agency has 
enjoyed considerable success on both fronts, 
but the measures of that success—rapid job 
placement, retention, and wage gains—do not 
align with the needs of young people who lack 
basic skills and/or have little job experience.

Youth and experts in the field have noted 
that the Workforce1 Career Centers (also 
known as “One Stops”), run by providers that 
have contracted with SBS, are not geared 
toward the needs of young adults with little 
workforce experience—much less being 
able to serve disconnected youth, many of 
whom are far from prepared to succeed in 
the workforce.34  Through SBS’s Workforce1 
system, 12,597 young adults ages 18 to 24 
sought services in FY07 (compared to the 
7,260 in the young adult programs described 
earlier). Of those in the Workforce1 system, 
only 27 percent (3,416) of young adults were 
placed in jobs, compared with 47 percent of 
individuals age 25 and over who were placed 
into employment.35  Similarly, the two HRA 
programs that this study covered—BEGIN 
and Parks Opportunity Plus—are aimed 
at adults and do not specify differential 
programming for younger individuals, despite 
the fact that a substantial portion of the 
programs’ clients are under age 25.36 

Considerable research has shown that 
adult workforce programs are not effective in 
serving younger populations, which require 
a program approach that is mindful of their 
developmental transition.37 As with adult 
educational services, workforce development 
programs for adults tend not to be funded 
to deliver programming with an emphasis 
on youth development; programs that serve 
both youth and adults can leave young people 

feeling out of place. Another limitation of 
the adult system for serving disconnected 
young adults is that many of its clients cannot 
access Individual Training Accounts (ITAs), 
the vouchers that are given to SBS workforce 
clients to purchase focused job training 
services. ITAs are targeted to unemployed 
individuals who have a high school diploma or 
GED, which, as discussed earlier, leaves out 
the approximately 50 percent of disconnected 
young adults without these credentials.38 

 
Across Both Education and Workforce 
Funding Streams
New York City has not integrated existing 
services for disconnected youth. 

As a quick glance at the public funding 
snapshot shows, there is no locus of 
responsibility for disconnected youth. We 
report on 17 different education and workforce 
funding streams that are dispersed across eight 
different public agencies, which report to three 
different deputy mayors within City Hall, as 
well as to various state and federal officials.39  
This decentralization has implications: 
namely, there is no common vision of desired 
outcomes or program standards, and there is 
no central repository or directory of services 
that could connect existing services to ensure 
that every young person gets the service he 
or she needs.40  Because many young adults 
require a range of services, coordination of 
existing services is a crucial part of addressing 
the challenge of reconnecting youth.41 

For young people seeking to reconnect who 
lack both the resources and, more often than 
not, the resiliency to navigate complex public 
systems, the dispersed and uncoordinated 
nature of services poses significant barriers 
to their reconnection. There are few places to 
turn to for help: the city’s 311 phone service 
contains little information on programs 
to serve disconnected youth;42 no citywide 
resource book or Web site exists for young 
people looking to get back on track; and there 
is no unified strategy on the part of the city to 
reach out to and find disconnected youth. The 
majority of young people who access services 
discover their options through word of mouth, 
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the local efforts of individual providers, or 
sheer luck. 

This fractured system also creates 
profound difficulties for providers of services 
to young people. Organizations committed 
to offering the comprehensive programming 
that research and experience show to be 
effective typically must apply for funding 
from different public sources, in the hopes 
of being able to combine them. Providers 
respond to RFPs from the variety of local 
and state agencies identified in the snapshot, 
each with separate contract and eligibility 
conditions. Worse, providers are generally on 
their own: most who receive public funds do 
not have information about other programs 
in the community to refer their clients for 
more appropriate or additional support. 
Providers do not get credit or incentives for 
referring a young person to a service offered 
through a different provider. In some cases, 
separate agencies that draw Workforce 

Investment Act (WIA) funds are actually at 
odds: for example, a provider of OSY services 
to a young person cannot use a Workforce1 
Career Center to help that individual find 
a job because the performance-based WIA 
youth contract does not recognize job 
placement through a WIA adult service as a 
positive outcome.

There are, however, some examples of 
agencies that have made efforts to develop 
mechanisms to serve as “connective tissue” 
within their own programs. District 79 has 
recently established Referral Centers, which 
are centralized locations for young people 
to be assessed and referred to the program 
within D79 that best matches their individual 
needs. Other agencies and funding streams 
should similarly support developing the 
infrastructure for referral or coordination 
mechanisms to support young people seeking 
the mix of programs and services best suited 
to their needs.

LOOKING AHEAD
Accomplishing the recommendations that follow will require real leadership. We 
need leadership to overcome an entrenched set of racially laced stereotypes about the 
population. Disconnected youth are not politically “popular,” and are commonly portrayed 
negatively—when they are portrayed at all—in the media. Many have been distanced or 
hardened by their previous lack of success in school or other formal settings, and some 
have only experienced positive feedback and support in the youth culture they share 
with their peers. But those who interact with young individuals know that above all, all 
young people seek an opportunity to contribute, become self-sufficient, and succeed. 
Each of them has hopes and dreams that, with the right support and encouragement, 
can be achieved.

Second, we need leadership that will help us overcome the “sticker shock” that will 
come with the price tag of investing in disconnected youth. Champions for this cause 
will have to show that the public return on these investments—real dollars saved on 
criminal justice, welfare, and other services, as well as increases in tax revenues and the 
economic benefits of an improved workforce—will far outweigh the costs.

Finally, we need moral leadership to engage us in deciding whether we want to live in 
a city where well-to-do young people get third and fourth chances at success, but poor 
youth—who may not have had a great first chance to begin with—never get a second 
one.
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EExisting funding available to re-engage disconnected youth is not commensurate with the 
scale of the problem. We estimate that across all programs identified in this study, education 
and workforce funding serves no more than 30,000 of the city’s 163,304 disconnected youth 
(approximately 18 percent)43.  Further, a majority of those 30,000 are served in programs 
designed for adults, many of which cannot be counted on to produce strong results. Fewer than 
12,000 young people, or 7 percent of the total population in need, are in targeted programs 
designed to serve young people who are trying to reconnect.44 

To better reconnect its young people, New York City must sharply increase the levels of 
service it offers in order to achieve any kind of impact commensurate with the needs and size 
of the disconnected youth population. At the same time, to be as effective and efficient as 
possible, New York City needs to better coordinate services for disconnected youth while, at 
the same time, making them easier to access.

Increase Level of Services
Existing public education and workforce funding serves no more than 7 percent of disconnected 
young people in targeted programs. New York City should aim to increase this service level to 
15 percent (25,000) by 2010.

Expand eligibility to 22- to 24-year-olds for services that target out-of-school youth.
Data informs us that most disconnected youth and young adults (65 percent) are between the 

ages of 20 and 24, yet relatively fewer services are available to this segment of the population. 
In particular, 22- to 24-year-olds have few options but to seek services with the general adult 
population. However, research tells us that, until age 25, individuals are still in the formative 
stages of their personal, educational, and professional development and are not best served by 
programs intended for adults.45  New York City should extend certain youth services, including 
District 79 and Out-of-School Youth (OSY), to individuals between 22 and 24. This will require 
increased investment on the part of the city to complement state and federal sources that only 
provide youth with funding for these programs until age 21. Other cities have merged funding 
streams to serve individuals over 22 in programs which typically serve 16- to 21-year-olds.46  This 
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expansion alone could double the number of 
disconnected youth served. 

Provide more comprehensive, evidence-
based workforce preparation programs.

The disconnected youth population suffers 
from low skill levels and little workforce 
experience.47 Research indicates that 
comprehensive workforce development 
initiatives are the most successful at re-
engaging disconnected youth.48  In New York 
City, comprehensive workforce programming 
is only available through the OSY, Job Corps, 
and Justice Corps programs, which have far 
too few slots—less than 3,000—at current 
funding levels. Additional funding is necessary 
to supplement the limited WIA OSY dollars 
available for programs and opportunities 
that combine educational remediation and 
workforce exposure and training. Doubling 
service levels to 6,000 slots would cost 
approximately $22.5 million.

Expand the service capacity of community-
based providers.

Many young adults will not return to a school 
setting—an environment in which they have 
experienced failure. The fact that so many young 
people enter community-based organizations 
for adult education is evidence that many of 
these groups have a unique ability to attract and 
earn the trust of young people. New York City 
should capitalize on the assets of community-
based organizations, while supporting them 
to develop infrastructure, programs, and 
connections to schools and businesses that will 
allow for maximum success.

Expand educational and workforce 
programs for low-level learners.

Considering the low skill attainment of so 
many disconnected youth, more investment 
in programs that serve the lowest-skilled is 
critical.49  More basic education and pre-GED 
programs should be available through District 
79 of the Department of Education, as well as 
through literacy and workforce development 
service providers throughout the city. These 
basic education programs should be guided by 

a common set of standards and outcomes, and 
they should serve as pathways to higher-level 
services. Most importantly, these programs 
should be funded adequately. Young people who 
face a long road to attainment of a diploma or 
GED require comprehensive services to keep 
them engaged and build confidence, as well as 
to improve their workplace and life skills. In 
many cases, young people will need stipends 
and/or the opportunity to make money as 
they prepare to enter the workforce. 

New York City should also provide 
incentives to accept lower-skilled participants 
by defining incremental educational steps as 
reimbursable outcomes.50  Currently, most city 
contracts are performance-based, meaning 
that participants must achieve relatively 
advanced outcomes such as certification 
(GED or career skills), job placement, and 
retention in order to qualify a program for 
funding.  This system of reimbursement 
encourages providers to find participants who 
are the closest to meeting those goals. 

Improve Coordination of Services 
To get greater impact from its current 
investments, New York City should coordinate 
programs across various agencies so that any 
youth who wants to reconnect can find the 
right option for him or her. The National 
League of Cities recently released research 
indicating that cross-agency collaboration 
is the first step toward making an impact on 
disconnected youth.51  To achieve this difficult 
but necessary goal in New York City, we 
recommend the following actions:

Provide appropriate services for youth at 
all levels of skill and work readiness.

Services must be available for every young 
person at the point when and where they 
need those services. Too many young people 
seeking educational credentials and workforce 
development programs are turned away because 
the programs they encounter are not designed 
to serve them.  Disconnected youth represent 
a diverse population in terms of age, skill level, 
and experience. Our programmatic responses 
must be able to meet their diverse needs—we 
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should be able to support those who need basic 
skills and remedial education before they can 
achieve a high school diploma or a GED, as 
well as those who are work-ready and need only 
minimal support to get on a track to success.

Participants who can still achieve a high 
school diploma should be directed to programs 
that can provide that opportunity. For those 
whose age or other circumstances render 
a high school diploma unrealistic, the city 
should ensure that programs leading toward 
GED attainment serve as a place to reconnect 
and get on the path to success. Completion 
of a GED program—whether provided by a 
public agency or community organization—
should have formal connections to college 
and/or career options. We should also consider 
the GED as an on-ramp for young people who 
may lack the confidence or desire to return 
directly to high school.

Across them, these programs should offer 
the full range of services for all levels of 
learners—from basic education to “pre-GED” 
training and, finally, to GED preparation. It is 
important to provide participants, particularly 
at the higher end of the age range (21–24), 
with work opportunities and/or stipends. 
Many young adults are independent and many 
have their own families. Programs must be 
designed so that work and/or stipends are an 
integrated part of the experience. Whether 
a young person is pursuing a high school 
diploma or a GED, programs must provide 
education alongside a full set of workforce 
preparation services, including exposure to 
the world of work, skill development, and 
supported employment such as internships 
and other on-the-job experiences.52    

Fund service providers to conduct 
assessments and to make referrals.

We must align and connect disparate 
programs so that young people can advance from 
the services that were appropriate for them at 
their initial point of reconnection to the longer-
term outcomes of educational attainment and 
remunerative employment. Young people who 
walk into any door within the system should be 
assessed and appropriately referred on-site, to 

providers that can meet their individual needs. 
Providers who conduct assessments and make 
referrals should receive some funding, even 
when they do not end up serving the young 
person. Programs need to be structured so that 
providers have the necessary information and 
incentives to identify appropriate “next steps” 
for program participants—so that a young 
person who begins a GED with one provider 
and builds enough skills and confidence to re-
enter high school can seamlessly transfer from 
one program to the next.  Currently there are 
several barriers to such an interconnected web 
of services: providers do not get any credit 
for assessing and referring clients to other 
providers who may be better able to serve 
them, and providers do not have up-to-date 
and accurate information about other services 
that are available in order to make appropriate 
referrals. 

Establish a reconnection services hotline.
The city should establish and advertise a 

reconnection hotline (connected to 311) and 
Web site that provide information about all 
programs and are staffed by caring individuals 
who can counsel young people on the services 
that will be right for them, based on their skill 
levels, interests, where they live, and their 
other responsibilities. We need to simplify 
how a young person can learn about and access 
the range of options available to them, across 
both programs and funding streams.

Creating a centralized information service 
will not be an easy task. It will require 
compiling a comprehensive inventory of all 
services available to reconnect young adults. 
This inventory would include services for 
education, workforce, housing assistance, 
health and mental health, and more. 

Build accountability for progress on 
reconnecting young adults.

The city should identify a center of 
administrative responsibility for disconnected 
youth. In order to ensure accountability, the 
Mayor’s Management Report should include 
regular updates on numbers and trends in the 
disconnected youth population.
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information corresponds.
Our analysis of education and workforce agencies is not 
comprehensive—it is only concerned with reconnection services, 
not the various valuable programs that assist young people who are 
already connected to enhance their skills or advance. For example, 
the Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP), the city’s largest 
workforce development program for youth, is not included because 
nearly all of its participants are young people who are enrolled in 
high school or college. Similarly, the New York State Apprenticeship 
Program, administered by the New York State Department of 
Labor, is not included because most of its participants enter 
directly from school or work.
We have included two major City Council workforce development 
initiatives whose funding far exceeds that of any other legislative 
initiatives, each of which targets disconnected youth as a priority 
population for service. In addition, the New York City Council 
is channeling nearly $2 million in additional funds in FY08 to 
organizations and companies providing educational, workforce 
development, or related support services to youth and low-income 
adults. Approximately $1.4 million is distributed to 20 different 
service providers through discretionary funding administered 
mainly by DYCD. The individual awards cover a broad range: from 
$3,000 to one community group for ongoing free adult and family 
literacy classes serving low income residents, to $225,000 to another 
organization for providing social services to residents and high risk 
youth in the Boro Park area. In addition, City Council Legislative 
Initiatives will distribute $550,000 to 26 different organizations in 
FY08. Again, the awards vary greatly in scope: from $1,000 to one 
provider for financial responsibility programs for Brooklyn teens 
to $122,000 to another for “youth and young adult services.” From: 
City Council Fiscal Year 2008 Adopted Expense Budget: Disclosure 
of Council Discretionary Allocations.
This includes initiatives by the NYC Small Business Services 
Department, which is developing employment projects targeting 
specific sectors and populations —Work Advancement and Support 
Center, Sector-Focused Career Center, and Employment Initiative 
for New York City’s Probation Population—but has yet to set targets 
for youth or young adults within these projects. We are including 
NYC Justice Corps, an initiative developed by the New York City 
Commission on Economic Opportunity with John Jay College (which 
is discussed later in this report), which has yet to be implemented but 
has set service targets and released an RFP to prospective providers.
Particularly noteworthy private funding sources targeting young adults 
in New York City include the Clark Foundation, the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, the Robin Hood Foundation, the Altman Foundation, 
the Pinkerton Foundation and the Tiger Foundation. Several privately 
funded initiatives have also invested in evaluations, which provide 
lessons from that further public or private efforts can build on.
JoEllen Lynch, “Presentation to the Commission on Economic 
Opportunity,” Office of Multiple Pathways to Graduation, NYC 
Department of Education, June 22, 2006, p. 10. The presentation 
cites a Parthenon Group study funded by the DOE that identified 
70,000 young people that were in school but off track in terms of 
progress toward graduation (over-age/under-credited), and 68,000 
16- to 21-year-olds that were out of school. The presentation labels 
the 70,000 in-school youth as the “Focus of the Multiple Pathways 
Initiative.” For clarification, whereas the rest of our paper focuses 
on the 16–24 age group, the NYC DOE materials are concerned 
with young people 16–21, due to the fact that the way the DOE 
allocates its funding does not allow its diploma-granting programs 
to serve individuals over age 21.
Levitan, 2005. The report finds that half of disconnected youth 
(approximately 85,000) do not have a high school diploma. This 
figure should not be confused with the 68,000 figure in the prior 
reference. That figure refers to 16–21 year olds who have dropped 
out of high school. The 85,000 figure represents disconnected youth 
of a wider age range (16–24) without a diploma or equivalent, but do 
not include those individuals without diplomas or equivalents who 
are in the labor force. 
Other cities, such as Philadelphia, do allow for individuals to receive 
high school diplomas over age 21 by combining the funding streams 
that target youth and adult education.
CSS analysis of 2006 and 2007 CPS supplements. There are 
approximately 57,345 disconnected youth ages 16–19 (13 percent of 
that age group) and 106,498 disconnected young adults age 20–24 
(17 percent of that age group).
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for administering programs to young people age 21 and under 
toward achievement of a General Educational Development (GED) 
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for educational programs in many involuntary settings for youth 
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as well as assistance to pregnant and parenting students.
Office of Multiple Pathways to Graduation, New York City 
Department of Education, “Summary Findings of Research and 
Development Work on Over-age Under-Credited Youth in New 
York City,” October 25, 2006. 
Statistics from the NYC Mayor’s Office of Adult Literacy, which 
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Evaluation Review, 23(5), 475-502. 
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about $2.1 million. Day, J.C., & Newburger, E.C. (2002). The Big 
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Life Earnings. (Current Population Reports, Special Studies, P23-
210). Washington, DC: Commerce Dept., Economics and Statistics 
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The New York City Commission on Economic Opportunity, 
“Increasing Opportunity and Reducing Poverty in New York City,” 
Report to Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, September, 2006. 
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Figures from the 2006 GED Testing Program Statistical Report 
from the American Council on Higher Education, and the New 
York State Education Department.
Murnane and Levy (1996). 
The support that District 79 provides to community-based 
organizations is in-kind, consisting of NYC DOE teachers and 
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