
1 OUR STATE, OUR WORK

TEAM 1  
Achieve HIGHTS!

Counties: Cherokee, Clay, Graham, Haywood, Jackson, Macon, Swain 

TEAM OVERVIEW
The HIGHTS (Helping Inspire Gifts of Hope, Trust, and 
Service) team, alongside Cherokee, Clay, Graham, 
Haywood, Jackson, Macon, and Swain counties, provides 
career training, mentorship, and health resources to 
provide a solid foundation for the area’s Opportunity 
Youth. Students are provided with mental health and 
career support, as well as access to food stamps, 
childcare, and housing resources. Community members 
support students’ employment by engaging them 
with skills training, career counseling, after-school 
mentorship, and employment opportunities. The 
collaborative wants to engage Opportunity Youth by 
“inspiring trust in their own abilities, connection to a 
caring community, and hope for a better future.”
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TEAM 1: ACHIEvE HIGHTS!

CONNECTING YOUNG ADULTS TO THEIR FUTURES

RECENT DATA 
2022 OPPORTUNITY 
YOUTH RATES

Cherokee: 5.3%	

Clay: 5.3%		

Graham: 12.7%	

Haywood: 12.8%	

Jackson: 5.3%	

Macon: 5.3%		

Swain: 12.8%		
Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth 
Rate for North Carolina overall was 
10.9% (North Carolina Department 
of Commerce).

TEAM 1 VISION STATEMENT
Our vision is to identify Opportunity Youth 
and engage them in education and career 
mobility to inspire hope and break the cycle 
of generational poverty.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

Transportation
The seven westernmost North Carolina counties encompass an area of more than 
3,000 square miles of mountainous terrain, making transportation difficult. Towns 
have local public transit, but routes are limited. Through the federal WIOA (Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act) program, people who need transportation to work have access 
to county-run vans and a reimbursement of $3 per ride, but these vans have the following 
limitations:

• the application process is complicated;

• vans only run until 4 p.m., which doesn’t serve those who work until 5 p.m. or later, or
students taking classes in the evening;

• regulations vary by county: some vans are not permitted to access steep or gravel
driveways, or enter school property; and

• elderly riders needing to get to medical appointments have priority, and if students miss
the van three times, they lose access to it.

To address these challenges, the team contacted county transportation directors to advocate 
on students’ behalf. They have also occasionally made arrangements with a local taxi company, 
and encouraged youth going to the same GED class to share rides. 

In general, the team uses what they call direct service—working with each person to address 
their specific challenges on any given day—to help overcome barriers.

“Even though we were all doing the 
same work, and we knew each other, 

now, as a collaborative, we feel 
more like a force. We lean on each 
other more. That, plus referrals and 

shared data, have really transformed 
the way that our employers look at 

opportunities.” —Caroline Williamson

https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
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Technology Access
Lack of access to computer equipment and reliable Internet service are additional 
barriers, along with social anxiety. “There’s so much anxiety existing with our youth. 
They don’t understand how to go to community college—that is a big scary thing—and 

so we walk them through that,” Williamson said. To help address this barrier, Team 1 received 
hotspots from AT&T and laptops from HUBZone Technology Initiative (HTI).

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND TO EMPLOYERS
Outreach to Opportunity Youth
With the support of the Carolina Across 100 mini-grant, HIGHTS hired a social media intern to 
post success stories on its Instagram page. It also used the Shared Measurement System (SMS) 
mini-grant to recruit two Opportunity Youth who had previously earned their high school 
diplomas through the program for help with social media, providing a “full circle” moment for 
the new graduates.

Employer Outreach
The team seeks to create one-on-one relationships with employers—even cold-calling them. 
This helps youth find an opportunity that works for them, and employers understand how to 
make the experience successful for everyone involved. Sometimes the team thinks of this work 
as similar to matchmaking. “We try to help employers understand the opportunities that are 
available to them in working with younger people,” Lamp said. “We’re trying to make these 
relationships successful and help employers understand that they can bring in this young 
person to work to their strengths. Sometimes those employers end up hiring those youth after 
that work experience, which is really exciting to see.”

EVENTS
During the “Our State, Our Work” program, the HIGHTS team didn’t create any new events but 
accepted invitations to participate in or appear at many events. These included career fairs and 
regional industry gatherings, such as the WeSpeakWNC Workforce Conference, held at Harrah’s 
Cherokee Casino and Resort to showcase the retail, tourism, and hospitality industries, and 
Construction Career Days, a two-day event sponsored by the N.C. Department of Transportation, 
held at the Smoky Mountain Event Center. 

PARTNERSHIPS
The HIGHTS team welcomes new partnerships and is creating them regularly. A recent exciting 
connection has been with the First Gen Club at Western Carolina University, an organization for 
those who are the first in their families to attend college. “Hopefully, they will be mentoring some 
of our first‑generation students and opportunity youth,” Williamson said.

HIGHTS has worked hard to cultivate partnerships with school superintendents and high 
schools across their region to dispel the perception that HIGHTS was “competing for students” to 
enroll in adult high school programs at a community college, rather than staying in a traditional 
high school. “We have such a caring community,” Williamson said. “We have all kinds of 
great partnerships.”
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Team 1: Achiev e HIGHTS!

CONNECTING YOUNG ADULTS TO THEIR FUTURES

The team received funding to provide mental health services and leveraged its 
existing relationships with providers and team members who are therapists to support 
Opportunity Youth.

SUCCESSES
The team plans to continue its work beyond the official end of the “Our State, Our Work” 
project. Barriers and challenges remain, including staff capacity. There are three people 
working full time to connect those in need with available resources and provide one-on-
one support. These challenges and others—mental health, homelessness, addiction and 
recovery—are found everywhere.

Still, the team was very pleased to have met its challenging goal of helping 240 
youth reconnect with school or work. They consider each person they’ve helped to be 
a success: a young mother who was afraid she was too old to return to school is now a 
dental hygienist; triplets who were unaccompanied, unhoused minors are now taking 
three promising paths into adulthood; a young person with a job at a Hayesville car 
dealership recently told Blais that “he felt finer than a frog’s hair split three ways.”

Overall, the team feels a strengthening of the collaborative partners committed 
to workforce development in their region and an improved awareness among local 
employers about younger workers. “Even though we were all doing the same work, and 
we knew each other, now, as a collaborative, we feel more like a force. We lean on each 
other more. That, plus referrals and shared data, have really transformed the way that 
our employers look at opportunities,” Williamson said.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY
Knowing that many more Opportunity Youth in its rural region need support, Achieve 
HIGHTS! shared the following “pie in the sky” dream list for reaching all of them:

• Secure funding to hire a full-time Case Manager/Community Coordinator to serve
the seven counties, assisting Opportunity Youth in navigating college campuses to
earn their high school equivalency diplomas and access resources that help
them enter the workforce. This designated role will increase their capacity to
provide the resources these vulnerable youth need to move forward.

• Continue offering webinars to connect with the teams who are working on
this initiative.

• Continue providing resources such as the free Microsoft credential or the “7 Steps
to Getting Hired” course.

• Secure funding to host events where they can meet with Opportunity Youth.
• Secure funding for transportation stipends to help Opportunity Youth attend

school and work.




