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Executive summary

Purpose

In May 2004, Government announced its intention to develop 14 youth transition service sites by 2007. These sites aim to assist youth to make the transition from school into further education, training or employment. 

This report presents key development and operational lessons from three youth transition services – Taranaki Connections in Waitara, The Pulse in Whangarei, and Actionworks in Christchurch. These lessons are presented to inform organisations that are considering or are in the process of developing their own youth transition services. The three services were selected because their organisational structures, service delivery models and geographical locations encompass a range of approaches to youth transition service delivery in New Zealand. 

The three services were visited and interviews with key staff members were carried out. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and subjected to an emergent thematic analysis.

Findings – key development and operational issues

Three key outcomes emerged from the site interviews:

· the principles that underpin youth transition service work

· major operational issues

· approaches to working with youth.

Principles
Five core principles were identified as critical components of a successful youth transition service:
1 preventive approaches

2 empowerment of youth

3 interagency collaboration

4 building strong links with stakeholders

5 building knowledge about the site’s work.

Major operational issues
Seven major operational issues emerged from an analysis of the interview data.

1 Connecting with youth
Interviewees outlined the importance of the service being accessible and visible, and in a youth-friendly environment. 

2 Targeting youth 

Youth transition services need to develop a service delivery model that has a clear definition of its client base, methods of outreach and model(s) of service delivery. 

3 Building links and developing collaborative relationships

Relationships need to be built with the local community, key agencies, schools, educational and training providers, and employers. These networks can directly benefit youth by providing resources for referrals, tailored educational/training programmes, work placement and employment opportunities.

4 Management of caseloads

Caseload volumes need to be commensurate with the special needs of a transition service’s client base. Caseloads must be small enough to allow the flexibility needed for workers to spend time with youth in crisis situations and to enable them to understand and address the complex needs of the youth transition population. 

5 Staffing the transition service
Youth transition staff need high levels of interpersonal and professional skills to build and maintain rapport and relationships. Services also need to provide adequate supervision and well-developed protocols for effective staff secondment. 

6 A strengths-based practice model
Each site adopted a strengths-based model of practice. A strengths-based model requires an understanding and appreciation of the skills that the individual has used to manage and successfully navigate their world. The model is holistic and focuses on developing a youth’s opportunities and supports them to realise their potential through building networks and connections across communities. This model is in contrast to a deficit approach with a focus on problems and what is lacking – such as what qualifications the young person had failed to achieve, a history of truancy, and/or involvement with the criminal justice system.

7 Data collection

The importance of efficient data gathering procedures and analysis should not be underestimated. Data not only informs the agency about whether its outcomes are met but also feeds into the development of future funding applications. As a consequence, staff need to be trained in data collection and entry processes for which they are responsible, and the service needs to ensure that there is a high level of compliance with this task.

Approaches to working with youth
Key considerations when working with youth include: effective engagement processes, appropriate communication strategies when addressing the career planning process, outreach strategies, and supportive services such as the provision of escort services, navigation of benefit and legal issues, encouragement of punctual behaviour, and mediation. Furthermore, supporting youth often requires relationships to be built with family/whānau, and an appropriate system of coaching/mentoring.
1
Overview
Government has the goal, shared with the Mayors’ Taskforce for Jobs, of ensuring that all 15–19 year olds are in employment, education, training or other activities that lead to their long-term economic independence and wellbeing. An interagency steering group, comprising representatives from the Department of Labour, the Tertiary Education Commission and the Ministries of Social Development and Education, was established in 2002 to co-ordinate policy work in this area. 

One of the priorities identified by the interagency group was the development of co-ordinated post-school support services for youth at-risk in making the transition from school into work, further education, training or other purposeful activities. Youth economic inactivity has been a serious concern in New Zealand for some time and, unlike many other OECD countries, New Zealand has not had strong systems in place to ensure that youth make a good transition from school into training or further education, or into the workforce. 

In May 2004, Government announced its intention to develop 14 youth transition service sites by 2007. These sites will assist youth transition from school into further education, training or employment. 

Following this announcement, this report was commissioned by the Ministry of Social Development. The report presents the results of interviews with three existing youth initiatives – Taranaki Connections in Waitara, The Pulse in Whangarei, and Actionworks in Christchurch. Experiences and lessons from the three youth transition sites are presented with the hope that organisations that are considering or are in the process of developing their own youth transition services will gain some insight from the lessons of those who have gone before. 
Key informants from the three youth transition sites were interviewed for the research. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and subjected to an emergent thematic analysis. 

This report has five sections: 

· Section 1 presents an overview of the three youth transition sites that participated in the fieldwork

· Section 2 presents five core principles for developing and structuring a youth transition service

· Section 3 presents seven major operational issues that a new youth transition service needs to address

· Section 4 outlines important considerations when working with youth

· Section 5 discusses a variety of ongoing challenges. 

Taranaki Connections
Taranaki Connections is based in Waitara and was established in 2003.
 Waitara has a history of high unemployment, including high youth unemployment, over the last two decades. Taranaki Connections is a small operation, with funding for a manager and a youth worker. The manager was employed in September 2003. The first Youth Worker resigned shortly after taking the position and the second started in the middle of February 2004. Taranaki Connections operates as a stand-alone service out of a shopfront in the town’s main street. It prides itself on being highly accessible and youth-friendly. 

Taranaki Connections provides its services to all youth, irrespective of their levels of risk.
 Furthermore, participation in the service is voluntary. Youth can be referred by another organisation, by family/whānau, by friends, or they can refer themselves. 

The local high school is a major referral source. One of the service’s initial goals was to develop a strong working relationship with the school. It now gives seminars about its work to senior students, and runs regular school-based workshops for students from Year 10 and above. These workshops support and complement the services provided by the Careers teachers. The service is integrated into key school events, including school sign-out days at the end of the school year. School staff are represented in Taranaki Connection’s governance structure. 
When youth enter the service, staff ensure that they:

· are familiar with what the service has to offer

· have given (written) permission to have their details entered into the database

· begin the work of developing a career plan
· are offered the services of a coach, and understand what is involved in a coaching relationship

· are referred to health, social and legal services, if required.

Once the initial career planning process is completed, the service follows up all youth shortly after they have moved into further education, training or employment. It then re-connects with them at least every 10 weeks, or earlier if a course completes before this time (to check that the individual knows what step he/she is going to take next) or if a tutor, employer or coach contacts the service to advise it of problems or concerns.

Taranaki Connections also recognises that the more at-risk youth are likely to have more intensive needs and require a greater amount of resources and skilled work to connect with them and to help them develop career plans. 

Actionworks
Actionworks is based in Christchurch and was established in 2001. The service currently has 21 staff. It provides a regional service to under 18 year olds who are transitioning from school into further education, training or employment, and/or who are unemployed. While participation in the service is largely voluntary, attendance is mandatory for youth on an Independent Youth Benefit or an Unemployment Benefit. To encourage ongoing connection between the service and the young person, Actionworks can request a benefit review if these youth cease course attendance or are not able to be contacted. 

Actionworks is constituted by a partnership between Work and Income and the Canterbury Development Corporation. It is governed by a Youth Board that comprises senior representatives from each organisation. Both organisations second staff to Actionworks as well as contribute to its funding. One strength of the partnership is the availability of Work and Income staff who are able to navigate the benefit system and ensure that youth have basic economic security. 
The service is located on the well-signposted first floor of the Canterbury Development Corporation building in the middle of Christchurch, with a satellite service operating from one of Work and Income’s local offices. The service promotes a youth-friendly environment and advertises its presence through posters, the web, flyers, bus advertisements, brochures, community events, and evening presentations where staff are available to discuss their work with youth. 
Actionworks attempts to make contact with all school leavers before or on the day they leave school to encourage them to enrol with the service. Unless the student has already presented at the office, the service makes an initial contact shortly after receiving a signed consent form. This process ensures that little time passes between the youth leaving school or a referral being made and the service making contact. The service refers youth to other services as necessary. 
The frequency of follow-up is based on the need and direction of each young person: 

· those going into further education are followed up at three months after receipt of information

· those going into training are followed up at three months or sooner, depending on the course length, to ensure that the young person has a clear plan of what they intend to do next

· those going into employment are followed up at three months or earlier, depending on hours worked per week

· those assessed as being at risk are followed up immediately and support is provided until they are settled. 

In addition, all youth are followed up annually to chart their progress.

Actionworks uses four major categories for “at-risk” youth:

· those who have been unemployed for longer than 26 weeks

· young offenders

· early school leavers and those in alternative education

· those who have ticked the “other” box on the database, ie those with no defined plan of what they intend to do once they have left school.

Actionworks is a “high tech” agency. It utilises the internet to connect with youth and to help them connect to employment. It has also developed a database
 that allows the service to track clients over time. The amount of information available for analysis and planning is increasing as more secondary schools sign up for the service and the students at each school give permission for their data to be included on the database. The development of this tracking programme has meant that, in three years, Actionworks has developed an extensive amount of information about emerging service gaps and changing trends in student patterns associated with youth transitions. 
Actionworks is divided into two teams:

· the Transition Team – responsible for working with schools and managing the Moving On database

· the Register Reduction Team – responsible for working with unemployed youth. 

Actionworks considers that case management practices are central to the efficiency of the organisation and asserts that the following case management criteria must be taken into account:

· a maximum total of cases per worker (this does not mean that all workers will have this number)

· the complexity of the case and the required intensity of work

· the experience and skills of the individual worker. 

The Pulse/Te Hotu Manawa

The Pulse is located in Whangarei. It opened its doors in January 2002 with the aim of providing a youth-friendly, accessible, co-ordinated, multi-sector service site that provides effective services to youth. The service brings 11 social, health, employment and legal services together under one roof.
A 10-member Board of Trustees has overall responsibility for The Pulse. Its members include community representatives and representatives from five major government organisations. Senior staff from each on-site organisation sit on the Strategic Management Group, which reports directly to the Board, and there is a Site Management Group that is responsible for the development and maintenance of the site. 
All staff positions are permanent, thus building agency stability. Each on-site organisation is responsible for their own staffing costs and all staff report to their own organisation – their work being driven by their own organisation’s objectives, standards, practice requirements, outputs and performance indicators. 
The Pulse provides a wide range of services to youth and families in Whangarei. Primary responsibility for on-site services specific to youth falls to Work and Income through the delivery of:
· case management 

· the He Tauira Intervention Programme for youth on the Independent Youth Benefit 

· the services of its Whānau Worker.

The He Tauira Intervention Programme has been in operation for approximately one year. It is staffed by the Youth Worker who receives referrals from Work and Income for 16 year olds who are on an Independent Youth Benefit and who may benefit from a four-week intensive course, with a two-week live-in component, at a local marae. Participation is voluntary. 

The programme’s longer-term objective is to help prepare youth to move into employment. The short-term objective is to help youth identify their interests and work with this interest through a career planning process.
 An integral component of this process is a concentration on whakapapa to assist participants to successfully make the transition into the adult world. 

A more recent initiative is the Youth Worker’s role in forging relationships with local polytechnic tutors. Underlying this initiative is the desire to provide a holistic and long-term relationship between youth and the service – rather than simply referring youth to a polytechnic training course, the tutors are able to contact the youth worker if youth fail to turn up to the course so they can be immediately followed up.

A programme with a similar aim has been built by Work and Income around The Pulse’s Whānau Worker. The Whānau Worker aims to develop close ties with the Housing Corporation Tenancy Officers to refer 15 year olds who they contact through their work with whānau. The Whānau Worker’s initial responsibility is to build relationships with these youth and assist them to move into employment, further education and/or training. In addition, the worker is required to engage with family/whānau members to encourage them to take an active role in their young person’s advancement and to help other unemployed family/whānau members move into employment and/or training. 
2
The principles
Based on an analysis of the three sites reviewed for this report, a transition service can be developed and structured around five core principles. The key principles that the services structure their work around are presented along with a brief definition. The following is in no way an exhaustive account but is derived from an analysis of the interviews conducted at the three sites.
Principle 1: The service adopts a preventive approach
This principle affirms the importance of prevention. A preventive philosophy highlights the importance of:

· reaching out to youth – especially those most at risk

· being accessible and youth friendly

· engaging with youth before or shortly after they have left school

· developing career plans around the interests and passions of the individual
· providing follow-up that takes into account the circumstances, strengths and needs of each youth
· helping youth develop strong connections with their communities.

Principle 2: The service empowers youth

This principle affirms the importance of operating in ways that validate youths’ sense of dignity and self-worth so that they are better able to take control of their lives. The value of the mode of service delivery is based on:

· respect for the individual – including the individual’s capacity to make responsible decisions 

· adoption of a strengths-based practice model

· development of a collaborative working relationship with youth and their support networks

· adoption of a service delivery model that allows for a critical review of established practices. 

Principle 3: The service works towards interagency collaboration
This principle affirms that a fragmented approach to service delivery is ineffective and can result in youth falling through the cracks. There is a need:

· to identify and change processes and procedures that hamper collaboration between agencies 

· for staff to be well informed about the roles, responsibilities and work practices of other agencies

· to provide complementary (not competing) services that expand the range of work undertaken with youth

· for the development of partnerships between key organisations and the transition service in a context where power differences between organisations will be addressed and worked through. 

Principle 4: The service builds strong links with key stakeholders
This principle acknowledges the interdependence between the service and the local community, schools, educational and training providers, and the private sector. The youth transition service needs to:

· be credible to the local community

· provide services that complement other services that exist in the community

· be knowledgeable about its community and its providers 

· utilise local networks to connect youth to required resources. 

Principle 5: The service builds its knowledge about its work
This principle emphasises that a transition service needs to be informed to be effective. The service needs to:

· ensure awareness and understanding of local and national issues that might affect the service’s work

· build knowledge about social and economic trends and gaps in resources to assist the service to plan strategically

· develop a database to adequately capture relevant information

· ensure that staff are familiar with the database recording processes, as quality data can complement service effectiveness

· provide staff with ongoing supervision and training to enable staff development

· review its work practices to assist it to work effectively and innovatively.

3
Major operational issues
Informants at the three sites identified seven operational issues that a developing organisation will need to address. These issues are outlined alongside a discussion of how they were addressed by the three sites. 
Operational issue 1: Connecting with youth
Attention needs to be given to features of the service that will maximise its capacity to connect with young people. Three important considerations are accessibility, visibility and provision of a youth-friendly service. 
Accessibility
Accessibility relates to the physical location of the service, eg whether it is on the ground floor of a building, in a central location and/or close to public transport. 

Furthermore, The Pulse and Actionworks have developed variations of a one-stop-shop delivery model. One-stop-shop sites can include a range of services such as health, legal, advocacy, counselling, and Work and Income. The value of a one-stop-shop model is that services are provided holistically and the needs of the individual are met within one setting. One-stop-shops also acknowledge that requiring youth to visit a number of agencies throughout an urban centre fails to recognise the expense (eg bus fare required to travel to different agencies) and the sense of anxiety and vulnerability that many youth experience when they first enter a new service. Many informants regarded the one-stop-shop model as the most culturally sensitive means of working with youth. 

Visibility
Youth need to know where the service is and what it offers. Initially, all three sites invested a great deal time and energy in promotion, eg: 

· getting features in local newspapers

· ensuring that brochures, flyers and pamphlets are widely distributed, especially where youth congregate

· ensuring that possible referral services are well informed about the new transition service – its objectives and mode of operation

· inviting community groups and agencies to be part of the governing body for the service.

In addition, Actionworks:

· developed a logo – Young People On The Move – that is used widely in advertisements

· established an internet site

· increased its community visibility by having a “spot” in local events and by running early evening seminars about its work in targeted suburbs.
A youth-friendly service
All three services emphasised the importance of a youth-friendly site, with the following characteristics.
· First impressions
Youth are welcomed on arrival and are made to feel at ease. Frontline staff have a warm manner, are well-informed about the service and are able to answer initial enquiries. Where youth are known to frontline staff, they are addressed by name. 
· Appropriate use of space
The waiting areas have sufficient space and are comfortably furnished – they are not crowded, untidy or poorly furnished. They are information-rich areas with career-related posters, brochures and other pertinent information.

· Removal of physical boundaries to reduce a “them-us” perception
None of the three sites had physical demarcation lines between youth and the receptionist (eg high desks and internal security doors).
· Privacy and confidentiality are respected via the use of interview rooms.
· Staff are dressed tidily but informally to reduce any sense of distance between themselves and the client. 

Operational issue 2: Targeting youth
Each site approached the issue of targeting in different but effective ways. For instance, Actionworks’ targeted specific categories of youth by age, benefit receipt status and history of offending.
 In contrast, Taranaki Connections took a broader, universal approach by providing services to all school leavers.

Outreach and service delivery mechanisms were developed by each site to reflect the needs of their unique communities (see, for example, Figures 1 and 2). Important considerations when developing targeting and contact processes include:

· clearly defining the target group – this also includes identifying the agency’s geographical catchment area (ie within what distance the agency will target its services)

· determining the most appropriate sites and venues to best contact the target group (because there may be more than one target group, there will most likely be a number of sites or venues, eg Taranaki Connections developed links with schools to target youth prior to them leaving school and developed an outreach process to target youth who had already exited the school system)
· developing services to meet the needs of the targeted group (eg coaching/mentoring, life and communication skills, CV preparation, and job interview skills)

· developing a promotional strategy (this may include face-to-face meetings, seminars, posters, brochures and developing a website)
· developing links with appropriate sites and venues that will allow the service to be promoted

· developing a feedback process that ensures that clients are followed up at regular intervals. 

Figure 1: Taranaki Connections’ outreach and service delivery to youth
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Figure 2: Actionworks service delivery to youth
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Operational issue 3: Building links and developing collaborative relationships
As community-based agencies, new youth transition services need to build links with their local communities. There are two primary areas for consideration: how to build relationships with communities; and inter- and intra-agency collaboration.

Building relationships with communities

Four tenets relating to the effective building of relationships with communities were emphasised.
1 Community-based programmes need community endorsement if they are to work well. 

2 Communities hold a great deal of knowledge and expertise about factors that might impact on the effective functioning of the service but often this knowledge and expertise has been ignored by larger organisations. As a consequence, many communities feel invisible. 

3 Because a community may be suspicious of a new initiative, the new service needs to build its credibility through the way it approaches and engages with the community.
4 Building and maintaining connections with a community is an ongoing and time-consuming process. All services stressed the amount of time that must be dedicated to ongoing effective networking. 

Taranaki Connections and The Pulse initiated community discussions by approaching individuals and groups to gather an appreciation of the wider community’s concerns. Furthermore, Taranaki Connections’ governance structure was designed to ensure that the community had an active voice in the ongoing development of the service. 

Example 1: Taranaki Connections – building links with the community

Because the Taranaki Connections manager had previously worked in Waitara, she has developed a range of networks with local people. When the service was in the process of being established, the manager spoke with a wide range of local people about the service and the community’s feelings about the initiative. The manager used a “snowball” technique – contacting those she knew well and, at the end of the interview, she asked each participant to suggest others that she should approach. The manager continued this process until she was consistently referred back to those with whom she had already talked. 
Example 2: The Pulse –building links with the community

Although it has city-wide responsibilities, The Pulse began its community outreach process by building strong relationships with its immediate community. Key individuals and community representatives
 were approached and asked to join a focus group to identify community concerns. However, the majority of those approached declined to participate because they only worked – and not lived – in the community and therefore did not feel that they could speak on the community’s behalf. Consequently, a community survey was carried out. 
Approximately 200 households and 80 children were interviewed. Survey questions focused on what participants liked and disliked about the area and what ideas they had for positive change. The survey provided a detailed account of key community concerns. The results of the survey were published by The Pulse in its community newspaper, outlining how The Pulse planned to address the issues.

Building collaborative relationships with key agencies, organisations and providers

Each of the sites drew attention to the role of major organisations, especially government organisations, in building collaborative ventures. Government organisations can bring significant resourcing and expertise to the venture. 

Primary reasons for building inter-organisational collaborations include: 

· avoiding service fragmentation and inadequate responses

· ensuring that services complement and support existing initiatives 

· challenging policy and practices that work against the interests of youth. 

Collaboration is expected to result in a move to holistic service provision. For example, The Pulse described how it had initiated a process of interagency collaboration by encouraging on-site workers to understand how the staff of each participating organisation went about their work. The Pulse established regular staff meetings, where staff were able to discuss:

· their organisations’ roles and practices

· how their organisations responded to common issues

· approaches their organisations use in relation to specific client groups. 

Furthermore, all three services aimed to improve interagency collaboration through the establishment of protocols that defined inter-organisational relationships and responsibilities. 
Example 3: Interagency protocol development

Taranaki Connections’ protocol, signed by members of the governance group, set out the transition service’s vision and objectives:
· the signatories’ commitments – including how they will respond to concerns about their organisation’s service delivery

· the nature of each member’s relationship to the transition agency and to other signatories

· an annual review date.
Protocols are valuable in that:

· a protocol acts as a reference to remind stakeholders of their responsibilities and commitments

· the development of a protocol requires signatories to engage in in-depth discussions about how their organisation stands in relation to the transition service’s foci and practices
· including the provision for an annual review of the protocol is a proactive method to address problematic inter-organisational issues and allows stakeholders to instigate positive changes in their relationships and practices.

The Pulse also initiated agency requirements for staff interaction in different Pulse-related settings. Furthermore, a forum was established where workers could anonymously discuss clients and common problem issues within a context of peer supervision. 
Building relationships with schools
Secondary schools are the major source of referral to youth transition services. Actionworks initially focused on building relationships with schools that were most receptive to the initiative. Both Taranaki Connections and Actionworks aimed to become an integral part of the schools’ programmes – building upon a range of interventions as they develop their credibility with local schools. 

Table 1: School-based activities carried out by transition services

Complementing the career-related work the school already does

School careers staff have limited funded hours to work with youth to develop career plans. The transition services have worked to develop a role that complements and extends the school-based work and does not compete with it.

Running seminars with senior students

The transition services staff meet with senior school students on an annual basis about the role of the service and what it can offer.

Ensuring that the service is integrated into school sign-out day processes

The services have become part of the schools’ sign-out days. The services ensure that:

· staff are present to talk with students about career options

· all graduating students receive information about the service

· all graduating students are asked to consent to their information being included on the service database. 

Developing a protocol between the transition service and schools 

Because students that leave school in the middle of a school term can fall through the cracks, it is important that agreements are made between the transition service and the schools to ensure that the transition service is informed about an exiting student. This arrangement ensures that enrolment in the transition programme will be carried out in conjunction with the student’s last day at school. 

Actionworks is now working on electronic data transfer processes to ensure that all consenting students’ information is transferred electronically from school rolls to the service’s database to minimise loss of information. 

Running regular workshops throughout the school year for Year 10 students and higher

The objective of these workshops is to encourage students to think about career options and career paths. 

Providing a specialist service for early school leavers

Many early school leavers make uninformed decisions to leave school. Transition services and schools can collaborate to ensure that all early school leavers discuss their future plans with the transition worker before their school-leaving certificate is signed. If a student goes ahead with the decision to leave, it is important that the worker uses the meeting to encourage him/her to enrol with the transition service. 

Building relationships with educational and training providers
Many students’ career plans involve further education and/or training. Consequently, each of the three sites had developed ways of forging relationships with educational and training providers. 
Table 2: Developing relationships with educational and training providers
Identifying quality courses in the field across the curriculum

Transition services need to be well informed about tutors’ approaches to teaching as well as the courses youth can be referred to. Consequently, youth can be referred to tutors that will best respond to the learning style of the youth and to institutions that will best meet the needs of the individual.

Working with providers to co-ordinate courses

Because of possible course duplication, youth transition services can work with the educational/training provider to identify areas of overlap and develop appropriate curricula. 

Providing a personal link to the tutor

The He Tauira Intervention Programme Youth Worker emphasised the value of developing a process where he “handed over” youth to the polytechnic tutors. This process provided a link between the tutor and youth, and it encouraged tutors to contact the youth worker when individuals have failed to attend class or have stopped attending altogether. 

Early intervention – working with youth who have stopped attending courses

Making an early contact with youth who have stopped attending courses means that the youth do not fall behind with the course work and the factors contributing to their decision to cease participation can be addressed. 

Being prepared to raise students’ and/or the transition service’s concerns about the quality of a course

Actionworks senior staff have raised concerns about courses and/or tutors with providers and, on occasion, they have taken their concern higher to the Tertiary Education Commission. 
Building links with employers
As a key dimension of a transition service is youth employment, it is important that the service develops strong relationships with potential employers. 
Table 3: Strategies for developing relationships with employers
Inviting key employers to be part of the governance group

Inviting employers to be part of the governance group provides an opportunity to approach local key employers, advise them of the transition service’s role, and invite them to contribute to the development of the service.

Organising seminars

Seminars provide an opportunity for the transition service to engage with a wider group of local employers to discuss the service’s role and outline a range of contributions that employers can make. 

Encouraging local employers to become involved in the coaching service

Taranaki Connections has encouraged employers to adopt the role of a coach. The service has also suggested that employers support their staff who choose to become coaches by allowing them to coach youth during work hours. 

Developing client profiles

Actionworks has developed client profiles and sent these out to possible employers.

Identifying youth-friendly employers

Actionworks commented on the number of employers who are willing to engage particular categories of at-risk youth, such as young offenders. Identifying such employers and building relationships with them is an important way of increasing at-risk youths’ opportunities.

Providing intensive post-placement support

Providing post-placement support is critical. Such support may take the form of daily workplace visits, early phone calls (making sure that the individual in question has got up each morning or arrived at work), and being on-site to help resolve issues.

Being available to meet with an employer

Transition service staff can provide support to an employer, and they can also act in a capacity as mediator, to identify and sort out issues to enable a young person to remain on the job. 

Operational issue 4: Management of caseloads 
Caseload volumes

This discussion draws primarily on Actionworks’ experience. 
Because of Actionworks’ association with Work and Income, there was initially an expectation that Actionworks would adopt a Work and Income caseload management model where each worker is responsible for 125 clients. Actionworks staff assert that a more flexible approach to caseload management is necessary given their work context – that caseload numbers should not be driven by a criterion of volume but rather take into consideration: 

· the intensity and complexity of work – especially the amount of time required when working with youth with high needs and/or in emergency situations

· individual workers’ experience and knowledge

· the transition service’s responsibility to provide a personalised service to youth.

Operational issue 5: Staffing the transition service
Each of the services suggested that staff need particular personal characteristics and professional skills in order to carry out what can be complex and demanding work. 

Personal characteristics

These include:

· a good understanding of youth issues

· the capacity to connect quickly with a wide range of youth
· the capacity to identify an approach that will motivate youth to undertake the necessary prerequisites to make a successful transition to the adult world

· the capacity to demonstrate an active interest in youth
· a non-judgemental approach. 
The services employed workers who were fluent in te reo, and well versed in tikanga Māori, manakitanga and whānaungatanga. Actionworks, operating in a city with a high Pacific Nations population, also employed workers who are fluent in a variety of Pacific languages and cultures. 

Professional skills

The professional skills that they saw as important included:

· well-developed interviewing and listening skills
· the ability to positively reframe what might be described as negative behaviours 
· the ability to break down problems into their different components so the problems become more manageable

· knowledge of substance use and abuse and experience with dealing with these issues
· knowledge of adolescent developmental psychology, as this provides a context for considering referrals to a specialised agency

· mediation skills
· well-developed referral networks
· knowledge of community development theories and practice.

The work is not only with youth. Staff must be able to interact effectively with key stakeholders, other professional workers and family/whānau. 

Training and staff supervision

Each site emphasised that transition service staff need ongoing training and supervision because of the often demanding and stressful work.
Staff secondment

Actionworks’ experiences of having staff seconded to the service highlighted the need for secondment protocols and processes to ensure that:

· the transition service is involved in the selection of staff who are to work on-site 

· the service is informed in advance about when seconded staff will arrive 

· the seconding organisation and the transition service have agreed on the length of the secondment 
· secondments are of sufficient length to contribute to agency stability

· seconded staff are not transferred unexpectedly.
Operational issue 6: A strengths-based practice model
To complement the empowerment focus of Principle 2, each site adopted a strengths-based model of practice. The following discusses The Pulse’s interpretation and development of a strengths-based approach. 
The Pulse interpreted the strengths-based model as involving an understanding and appreciation of the skills the individual has used to manage and successfully navigate their world. The model is holistic and, in the context of career planning, focuses on developing a youth’s opportunities and supporting them to realise their potential through building networks and connections across communities. This model is in contrast to a deficit approach with its focus on problems and what is lacking – such as what qualifications the young person had failed to achieve, a history of truancy and/or involvement with the criminal justice system. 

Specific professional behaviours associated with strengths-based practice

· Respect for individuals’ decision-making abilities and recognition of their capacity to make those decisions.
· A capacity to network in a co-operative and collaborative manner.
· Recognition of power imbalances between youth and a worker.
· Awareness that the youth may reject the help offered.
· The need for workers to secure resources and use them in ways that assist youth to feel they are in control and that develop their sense of their abilities.
· Adoption of a person-valuing approach.

Operational issue 7: Data collection
Good data collection processes rely on:

· a clear understanding of what outcomes the service is interested in tracking

· the efficient implementation of outcome measures and their monitoring

· clear protocols around data inputing, quality assurance, analysis and reporting

· staff being aware of the importance of data collection. 

While data inform the agency about whether its outcomes are met, data analysis also feeds into the development of funding applications. Consequently, staff need to be trained in all data collection and entry processes for which they are responsible, and the service needs to ensure that there is a high level of compliance in this area of their work.
Collecting and analysing operational data

Two of the service sites had databases. Actionworks described its database as central to its service provision and capacity to review its work and identify service gaps. 

The services collected data in the following fields:

· date of the individual’s registration with the service

· the individual’s identifier

· referral source

· age at registration

· gender 

· ethnicity

· qualifications at time of referral

· school at which the individual is or was enrolled

· year of leaving school (eg Year 10, 11 or 12)

· type of information requested from agency (eg student loan information, employment information and advice, time management)

· whether registered with Work and Income

· whether in receipt of a benefit and if so, what one(s)

· driver licence and type of licence 

· current activity (in school, employed, in training or education, neither in further education or training)

· desired destination
· actual career destination

· range of work undertaken during year and length of time in each job. 
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Approaches to working with youth 
Each site developed procedures and protocols about aspects of their day-to-day work with youth. These include: the engagement process, the career planning process, outreach strategies, building relationships with family/whānau, and the role of a coaching or mentoring system.

The engagement process

When an individual presents at the service, the worker’s objectives are to:

· engage positively with the individual 

· ensure that he/she is aware of what the service can provide 

· build on the individual’s strengths and interests while constructing a career plan.

The process:
· places youth in control of the process, in a context where they are helped to make good decisions

· encourages the individual to remain engaged with the service
· enables the worker to recognise that, with more disconnected youth, the engagement process may take more than one interview. 

The career planning process

Once the young person is fully engaged, the worker begins a more active process of career planning. For instance, Taranaki Connections employs a career plan template that all youth complete in the initial stage of their involvement with the transition service.
Key dimensions of a work plan
Where am I now?

· What job skills do I have?

· What are my personal strengths?

· What qualifications do I have?

· What’s important to me about having a job?

Where do I want to go?

· What are three possible jobs or careers that you are interested in?

· How did you find out about the career you are interested in?

Checklist

· Have I got an education/qualifications that relate to the job that I want?

· Do I have the personal strengths that I will need to do well in this career?

· Is my work experience/training relevant to the career that I want?

· Do my work values match this career?

· Have I made a realistic career choice?

· Am I prepared to study or learn more skills?

Are there barriers in the way of getting the job I want?
· What are the barriers?

· What are possible solutions?

What do I have to do to get where I want to go?

· What are the ways I could get into the job/career – paid or unpaid / training / volunteer work?

What are the next steps?

· What is the goal?

· What is the action?

· By when?

· How will I know when I have achieved it?

The process

The worker has a responsibility to help the young person explore possible avenues to achieve their goal(s). This is achieved through:
· reviewing the plan in detail with them – following their leads

· encouraging them to identify their strengths

· taking account of the barriers the young person has identified and clarifying with them how they will attend to these barriers

· providing youth with substantial information about a career and/or practical experience of work sites so they are better informed about the implications and realities of choosing particular career paths

· keeping a focus on action plans and setting dates for completing tasks in order to keep things moving.

Using a career pathway template can provide insight into the individual’s unique needs. Table 4 outlines how a template can be used alongside mechanisms that encourage engagement with the service. 
Table 4: Indications of strength and need

	1.
The way the individual completes the form is a good indication of literacy, comprehension and writing skills. 

2.
The question about job skills gives an immediate indication of their work experience and, to some extent, their work ethic. 

3.
Taranaki Connections has developed a prompt sheet that youth can refer to in answering the questions about their strengths and why a job is important to them. This information is important as it allows the worker to ask questions to get a better sense of who this young person is. The questions focus on:

· why the young person thinks the strengths they have are important

· what has given them these strengths

· how they demonstrate each strength. 

4.
The fact that some youth do not use the prompt sheet and the way they respond to these questions also provides the worker with valuable information. It indicates the sort of work a young person may be able to consider, including whether they are capable of undertaking more challenging career options than they had been considering.

5.
Finding out about how the individual heard about their career gives an indication of the breadth of their knowledge about their proposed career. How they complete this section may lead the transition service to suggest work experience or a site visit so that they are better informed. 

6.
The question about barriers provides another reality check. It helps the individual focus on what they need to do to further their career choice. There can be an issue about how to respond to an individual who appears to be over-optimistic about their capacity. However, part of the empowerment process is encouraging them to make responsible choices and to review their decisions with them in a supportive way. Moreover, experienced workers in this field have commented on how youth are generally aware of what they can do (and often all too aware of their limitations) and most do not take on what they cannot achieve. 

7. 
The action plan restates the goal, the actions that need to be undertaken and the date by which each can be ticked off. In some cases, there will be relatively few steps. In others, there may be many small steps. The purpose in writing each down each step is to:

· break down what needs to be done into manageable, sequential tasks

· keep the young person focused

· record progress.




Outreach strategies – connecting with at-risk youth

Each of the three sites work with youth who are less likely to approach the service of their own accord. Making contact with disconnected youth is a primary concern as such youth are more likely to:

· have few educational qualifications

· be more alienated and have fewer support networks to help them make connections to the wider world in ways that will develop their potential

· have low self-esteem.

The processes
Each of the sites stated that work with this group takes time, energy, skills and resources, and the outcomes may not be identifiable in the short term. The workers’ readiness to engage with youth on their terms and/or in their space was seen as an important component of the outreach process because this gives youth a sense of control. 

Example 4: Taranaki Connections – connecting with at-risk youth

The Taranaki Connections’ youth worker connects with youth by meeting with them on their turf, through the use of his musical skills and sporting interests. This affirms the young person first as people and not as youth in need of help. Connecting with youth around shared interests means that he gains credibility and status in their eyes, factors that help to develop a trusting relationship which can then subsequently be used to introduce the issue of what the service can offer, and to encourage them to enrol.

The discussion with the Actionworks Youth Worker demonstrated a rapport-building process that focused on respecting the young person and ensuring he/she remains in control of the direction they were moving towards. 
Example 5: Actionworks – rapport building

	Rapport building relies upon: 

· avoidance of questions that could be seen to be threatening by asking for too much information too early

· respect for a young person’s boundaries and not expecting them to become involved in extensive self-disclosure

· remaining positive and optimistic with them in order to motivate them, as many have very low self-esteem that constrains their capacity to recognise their potential

· respecting their right to refuse assistance. Accepting this highlights how workers need to find a balance between working very closely with an at-risk young person but at the same time not becoming over-involved in their lives, and developing too much of a personal investment in the outcome of the work.




Supporting the youth’s potential

Associated with a strengths-based approach is the need to reframe behaviours and support the youth’s potential. Youth transition work can be highly intensive, requiring the worker to provide practical and psychological support through:

· accompanying the individual to interviews

· helping them sort out benefit and legal issues

· ensuring they get to work and remain there for the required amount of time
· talking any problems through with the individual, employers and course tutors 

· encouraging youth to stay in their work or training course until they have other alternatives in place. 
Building relationships with family/whānau
None of the three sites was able to clearly articulate their role when working with families/whānau.
 There is considerable variation in the frequency with which family/whānau accompanied youth to interviews with the services, and this in itself produced different ways of working. However, two common motivations for families to become involved centred around youth justice and the young person’s decision to leave school. In particular: 

· families often felt powerless to intervene in their child’s decision to leave school 

· families often felt powerless and intimated by the justice system and did not know how to advocate on behalf of their child 

· failure of the school to contact the family/whānau resulted in the family/whānau being unaware that there were problems at school

· a history of poor communication between the school and the family. 

Depending on the situation, a primary role of family/whānau-focused transition services may include:

· supporting the family and ensuring that they are better informed
· advocating on behalf of the family or through a referral to an appropriate agency

· working through a range of issues that have contributed to the young person’s decision to leave school. 

This suggests that transition services need to take a flexible approach to their engagement with family/whānau and recognise the importance of family/whānau as key support systems. In addition, it takes account of the individual circumstances of the young person – placing emphasis on family/whānau involvement if there is already a constructive or meaningful relationship in place or if such a relationship is possible. 

The role of a coaching or mentoring system

Of the three sites, only Taranaki Connections had established a coaching system, although The Pulse is considering establishing a similar service. The Taranaki service had four major objectives. 
· Encourage the wider community to accept responsibility for its youth. 

· Provide sustained connections between youth and the adult world (over a period of years).
· Provide ongoing support to those with lower-level needs.

· Help youth to build networks, support and associations that will assist them to achieve their goals in a context where many youth have limited connections or networks to the adult world. 

Typically, coaches commit time to building a relationship with the young person and with their family/whānau. This time commitment is reduced once the young person is enrolled in training, employment or further education.

Establishing the coaching service

Taranaki Connections looked for volunteer coaches with the following characteristics: 

· strong links to their culture

· a successful business or professional record from similar backgrounds or communities to those of the youth
· a positive response to youth and sensitivity to their concerns

· the capacity to be observant

· awareness of issues that can impact on youth
· firmness without being pushy

· the ability to compartmentalise issues so that concerns can be dealt with one at a time so they do not become overwhelming

· the ability to recognise boundaries – what was not their responsibility and when to refer youth to other sources of assistance.

In addition, the service looked for coaches whose personal and professional circumstances allowed them to make a long-term commitment (five years) with a degree of adaptability. For example, they may have met for some time with the young person every 8–10 weeks but, as a result of a change in the young person’s circumstances, will need to meet weekly for a period of time. 

Taranaki Connections has developed an orientation protocol for new coaches and individuals interested in coaching. The protocol encompasses:

· advice to applicants that Police records are checked before they can be accepted as a coach

· an account of the service’s requirements of coaches regarding training, supervision, reporting and the management of confidentiality issues 
· clear documentation of procedures for bringing the young person and coach together
· a statement of parameters of the coach–youth–family relationship 
· a statement of how these relationships are to be managed.

5
The challenges ahead
Establishing a new transition service is challenging, as different agencies and communities need to be brought together with a common goal. Interviewees identified several areas that a developing transition service should be aware of.

Philosophical and practice differences

One transition service objective is to develop collaborative practices across a number of agencies. A clash between philosophies and practices should, however, be anticipated. All such conflicts should be openly addressed and negotiated. The longer they are not identified as issues, the more likely it is that resentment can build – creating a situation that complicates their review and negotiation.

A desirable immediate outcome of such negotiations is that a protocol is agreed upon by all parties that defines the service’s philosophy and practices, and clarifies the collaborating organisations’ relationship to the service. New transition services may find it helpful to implement an annual review of this protocol, as it can be expected that, as a service develops and matures, the original statement may no longer be sufficient to describe the work that is being undertaken.

Sustaining the commitment

Despite initial enthusiasm, major organisations may find it difficult to sustain their commitment over time because of changes in focus, senior staff, resources and/or demands from other areas of their work. However, when a transition service has structured an aspect of its service delivery around the initial commitment of resources (eg financial or in-kind support), then withdrawal of support negatively affects the service’s ability to operate as planned. One implication of this is that organisations should not make commitments that are not written into their business plan and ring-fenced. 
Defining relevant outcomes and collecting relevant data

Outcome and performance measures need to be relevant to a transition service’s role and the tasks it performs – reflecting the service’s philosophy and practices. In addition, these measures need to reflect the interdependency of the services and the organisations and agencies with which they are collaborating. Furthermore, there is a need for efficient data collection processes and staff to be well informed and accept the value of data collection. Finally, services must have appropriate quality assurance processes in place to ensure a high level of data entry compliance.
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Staff experience indicated that, by six months, many young people find that the initial excitement of being in the workforce has worn off and some may be considering quitting. If this is the case, the coach supported by Taranaki Connections is able to work through issues with them or to assist in exploring other options while supporting them to remain in the workforce until these options were finalised.
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� Fieldwork was undertaken when the service had been operating for six months. 


� At-risk youth are those who are more disconnected and have not moved into a purposeful activity. 


� However, the frequency of follow-up is not inflexible. While Actionworks does not expect to follow up young people in further education after the first three months, apart from the annual contact, a young person who drops out of education or is seeking further assistance is able to come back into the service.


� The Moving On Tracking Programme.


� In addition, the specialist Youthworks Team (3-person) is responsible for young offenders, early school leavers and those in alternative education. Although it works closely with the above two teams, it is not formally part of the Actionworks service. 


� This approach is similar to programmes offered by Taranaki Connections and Actionworks. 


� More specifically, those under 18 years of age and on a benefit, young offenders, those on an Independent Youth Benefit, and those aged 15–17 years who had left school and not gone into employment, training or further education


� Taranaki Connections and Actionworks took this more universal approach in order to: reduce the possibility that young people will think that the service is only for “losers” and be unwilling to define themselves like this; account for adolescent vulnerability by recognising that all young people’s circumstances can change suddenly, contributing to a loss of direction; ensure that the service was able to maintain contact with some young people with high potential who had initially chosen careers that did not reflect that potential; and, account for how young people’s perception of the choices they have made can change and place them at risk of losing their direction. 


� Key stakeholders included local doctors, churches, iwi, sports groups, local businesses, the 60s Plus movement, and play centres. 


� Taranaki Connections and Actionworks staff did not engage in active interventions with family/whānau. Both agencies defined their role as focusing on the young person but in a context where they sought agreement from family/whānau to refer them to other agencies when it was appropriate to do so. Equally, they kept in touch with families when this was beneficial to the young person – keeping the family informed of their work.


� Taranaki Connections’ experience also demonstrated the value of making the coaching service available to youth who did have a clear sense of where they are going.





