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The Campaign for Tomorrow’s Workforce is a coalition of over 40 New York City-based organizations dedicated to reconnecting young adults ages 16 to 24 to education and career opportunities.  The Campaign advances policy and programmatic solutions and advocates for the increased investment needed to build and sustain a coordinated, high-quality, at-scale system of programs and services to prepare “disconnected” young adults to succeed in the future workforce.  

The NYC Department of Youth and Community Development’s (DYCD) Out-of-School Youth (OSY) program is a key funding stream for engaging older “disconnected” youth in New York City, most of whom are not prepared to succeed in careers.  We are pleased that DYCD is committed to providing meaningful opportunities to this group of young people and see some important improvements in the OSY Concept Paper.  We support the added emphasis on education in connection to work readiness and current workforce trends, the increased funding per participant, and the increase in the percentage of the OSY contract (from 80% to 85%) that is based on line item budget reimbursement.  

At the same time, we see additional opportunities for improvement that can support the concept paper’s intentions and ensure that programs serve low-skilled youth.  We believe the following recommendations will best position the OSY program to serve young adults through the organizations that engage them at the community level:
1. Build in structural incentives to engage highest need youth.
2. Allow the performance-based structure to function as the accountability system, without prescribing programmatic details and staffing plans.
3. Announce the specific criteria for a competitive proposal.  A higher cost per participant should not in itself hurt a proposal’s rating.     

4. Reduce the administrative burden on OSY providers.
Each of these recommendations is described in more detail below.
1. Build in structural incentives to engage highest need youth.  
The OSY program is one of the few funding streams that allow providers the time and potential resources to serve out-of-school youth with the lowest skills levels.  The language and intentions presented in the concept paper are extremely supportive of reaching the highest-need out-of-school youth and meeting their educational needs.  However, the actual contract terms outlined in the concept paper continue to pressure providers to serve the higher-skilled youth who are closest to earning a GED and most work-ready.  If the only outcomes that are reimbursed in an educationally-focused program are GED attainment, placement in college, and retention in college, then providers are incentivized to find and serve those young people who are closest to being able to meet those goals – conversely, they are discouraged from serving young people who need the most support to reach those outcomes.  The same is true for employment-focused programs in terms of certification, placement, and retention.

In order to align incentives with the program’s intention to support out-of-school youth with low skill levels, we suggest these options:
· Allow providers to serve low-skilled, high-need youth for more than one 12 month service period, recognizing that it will take more time and intensive engagement for them to earn a GED and become work-ready.  Allowing for re-registration or longer service periods is line with both federal and state law.
· Recognize interim measures of progress for participants who enter with pre-GED literacy/math levels and require longer service periods to achieve program outcomes.  Satisfactory performance for these youth during the first program year would be to meet interim benchmarks such as literacy and numeracy gains, completion of an internship or other short-term work experience.  These interim gains for very low-skilled youth should be awarded value in the milestone payment system so that providers are not penalized for serving youth most in need.  This can be done by revising the 3rd payment milestone to include literacy/numeracy gains for youth who are basic skills deficient (as defined in the WIA Common Measures).
· Allocate additional funding for providers that serve participants who are assessed at the pre-GED level.  This would support providers to offer the more intensive services needed by low-skilled youth. 
· Include civilian service corps and job placement through a Workforce One Center as positive placement outcomes in payment milestones 1 and 2.  
2. Allow the performance-based structure to function as the accountability system, without prescribing programmatic details and staffing plans.
If contracts are to be performance-based, they should be evaluated on their outcomes and not on specific program design elements.  We appreciate DYCD’s desire to ensure high quality programs, yet the RFP should be less prescriptive about program models, staffing patterns and staff credentials.  DYCD should support the flexibility and expertise of its providers to design an effective program and hire the appropriate personnel to operate it.  We suggest that DYCD describe the desirable skills for staff as opposed to prescribing their educational credentials.  For example, a job developer with a 4-year degree is not necessarily more qualified than a staff member with a two-year degree and ten years of experience and success placing young people in careers.  Further, requiring a full-time program director dedicated only to the OSY program prevents organizations from designing a staffing plan that fits their unique organizational commitments and makes use of economies of scale.
3. Announce the specific criteria for a competitive proposal.  A higher cost per participant should not in itself hurt a proposal’s rating.     
It is very positive to see that DYCD is open to a wider cost-per-participant range from $7,500-$10,000.  Toward this end, we recommend that DYCD disclose its criteria for a competitive proposal and what merits a higher per participant cost (e.g., serving youth with very low skills or additional barriers, providing more comprehensive services, etc.)  A matrix or checklist that lists the objective factors and their value in the proposal evaluation process would be a useful way of informing prospective applicants.  Also, DYCD should clarify whether the proposed per participant cost will play any role in the score, weight, or decision-making about the proposal.  We strongly encourage DYCD to avoid a selection process that favors the lowest bid.  Instead, grant awards should be made to proposals that are deemed competitive based on program design and substance.  These should be judged without any view of the cost-per-participant, provided that the cost is in the accepted range ($7,500 - $10,000) and the proposed service plan justifies the cost proposal.
4. Reduce the administrative burden on OSY providers.
The concept paper does not address some of the administrative requirements that pull providers’ resources away from their primary work with young adults.  DYCD should do everything possible to ease administrative burdens on providers and increase efficiency. DYCD can simplify the reporting and reimbursement process by:

· Allowing providers to develop their line-item program budgets to include both the services provided before program exit and in the follow-up period, as opposed to separately. The current structure incentivizes contractors to exit participants as soon as possible so they can start to bill for follow-up services, because they can only receive 72.5 percent of participant funding during the program period (since 15% of the total contract funding are for the performance milestone payments, and from the remaining 85% of contract funding, 15% is required to be set aside to pay for follow-up services in the year after exit).  This presents a cash flow problem.  If the provider signs a contract to provide follow-up services, they can be reviewed to see whether they do so.  Thus, withholding 15 percent funds until the follow-up period is unnecessary.  Furthermore, DYCD should allow providers to submit only one monthly reimbursement request for both program period services and follow-up services, instead of requiring two separate requests.
Thank you for the opportunity to offer comments on the OSY concept paper.  We look forward to working with DYCD to support these programs that can help young adults build their skills and advance socioeconomically.  If you have any questions, or need more information, feel free to contact us:
· Anthony Ng, United Neighborhood Houses. ang@unhny.org.  212-967-0322, x329.
· Sierra Stoneman-Bell, Neighborhood Family Services Coalition.  sierra@nfsc-nyc.org.  212-619-1661.
· Lazar Treschan, Community Service Society.  ltreschan@cssny.org.  212-614-5396.
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