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TEAM OVERVIEW
In supporting the county’s Opportunity Youth, the Wayne 
County Public Library partners with the Wayne County 
Chamber of Commerce, Wayne County Public Schools, 
Communities Supporting Schools of Wayne County, and 
Wayne Community College to provide employment 
support, career fairs, volunteer opportunities, and 
community service opportunities for justice-involved youth. 
Looking forward, the project seeks to coordinate with its 
partner agencies to build connections among schools, 
employers, and the community at large. The collaborative 
shared that they are “excited to work with Opportunity 
Youth to share local options for employment, education, 
and where their interests and skills can take them.”
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CONNECTING YOUNG ADULTS TO THEIR FUTURES

RECENT DATA 
2022 OPPORTUNITY 
YOUTH RATE

 Wayne: 12.7%		
Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth 
Rate for North Carolina overall was 
10.9% (North Carolina Department 
of Commerce).

TEAM 11 VISION STATEMENT
Wayne County Pathfinders envision a future where youth ages sixteen to twenty-four have 
a path to success.

“Take the youth seriously. Listen to them. 
Listen to their voices, their concerns. 
Use the person-centered approach 

with them, combine resources, make 
sure they’re aware of everything in the 
community as much as possible. The 

youth are our future.” —Shaquita Hatcher

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION
Team members listed childcare and mental health among the challenges that Opportunity 
Youth face in their area, but the two biggest challenges are transportation and staying engaged 
in work or school.

Transportation
Wayne County covers 558 square miles, much of it rural. While there is public 
transportation in the City of Goldsboro, it is limited. The main barrier faced by 
Opportunity Youth is lack of a car, lack of access to a car, lack of a driver’s license, or 

some combination of those three. If they rely on someone else to drive them, Wayne County’s 
size means that those rides can take significant time and gas. Some Opportunity Youth lack 
resources or awareness about the process of getting a driver’s license, which includes a 
requirement of proof of insurance.

To overcome this barrier, team members have access through the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) to bus passes in the City of Goldsboro, and they have also taken 
a person-centered approach by guiding Opportunity Youth through the process of getting a 
driver’s license.

Engagement
Another challenge for Opportunity Youth in the area is staying interested or 
committed to a path of education or career development in the face of cumulative 
barriers. “It kind of stacks up against them. That can be challenging, and our goal is to 

help them identify help once we identify their barriers, to connect them with different agencies 
in the community, different supportive services to assist them,” Hatcher said. Opportunity 
Youth may also lack personal support. “If they’re trying to start a different path in their life, or 
reengage with work or school, and they don’t have a supportive environment at home or family 

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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members, it can be difficult for them to make those changes successfully and to stick to them, 
to stay motivated when things get hard, and to shift their mindset into what is possible for them, 
because if one environment or one lifestyle or one set of options is all they’ve known, it can be 
hard to make that change,” Gray said.

This is where Wayne County Pathfinders’ person-centered approach helps. “We try to follow 
up with them and assess them and figure out what’s going on, if there is something keeping 
them from participating. We get their ideas, and focus on ways to help them based on the issues 
that they’re having,” Hatcher said. “It’s a work in progress. We sometimes lose them because of 
all the barriers they’re facing.”

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS
Outreach to Opportunity Youth
The team has found that the most successful ways to connect with Opportunity Youth are 
through the youth themselves. While there is no formal peer advisor program, Opportunity Youth 
participants guide the team on programming and event marketing. They use their social media 
skills and recommend their friends. Don’Isha Armstrong, an intern at the Wayne County Public 
Library, created a “Career Glow Up” event at the Library that included résumé reviews, interview 
practice, and headshot photography. She invited youth her age to participate, which increased 
the event’s success. “We find that the young adults really respond a lot better to a peer. Don’Isha 
is a great example of someone who has overcome a significant amount of barriers. And so when 
she speaks to other young adults about her experiences and where she is going with her life and 
her future goals, it really inspires them,” Gray said.

Employer Outreach
Wayne County Pathfinders said that an individualized approach is also effective in reaching 
employers. “Most [employers] are having trouble since the COVID-19 pandemic to fill positions. 
So the idea of helping Opportunity Youth in the community better themselves, find work 
experiences and get back into school—it really hits home with them, and they’re willing to help us 
out,” Doyle said. 

Sometimes employers don’t fully understand where Opportunity Youth are in life, and in those 
cases, the team emphasizes that these young people need a first step, something that will 
mentor them and provide work experience. “We let [employers] know that [Opportunity Youth] 
are looking to enhance their lives and make a change. We see how willing the organization is 
to adapt to that, or be amenable to different situations. . . . It’s a judgment call. You have to see 
when you’re talking to the organization whether it’s a good fit for that specific youth. There’s no 
one answer for that, other than we try to align the work experiences and the opportunities with 
the goals of the Opportunity Youth,” Doyle said.

EVENTS
The team utilized events—both their own and their partners’—as a key part of their approach. 
They hosted or attended school orientations, job fairs, community gatherings, and focus groups. 
They partnered with NCWorks’ NextGen program to host a Business Breakthrough event, where 
small business owners could connect with Opportunity Youth. They also maintained a frequent 
presence at the Library.
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“Our library, and most public libraries, are truly community connectors. We’re not just a place 
that people go for books. We’re a place that everybody in the community can come to and find 
resources and things to entertain them for free, and we’re one of the few places that you can go 
and just exist without the expectation of spending money. And we’re involved in a wide variety 
of educational and professional pursuits for people of all ages. It makes perfect sense for the 
library to be involved,” Snyder said.

PARTNERSHIPS
After being accepted into “Our State, Our Work,” the Library partnered with a creative coalition 
in Wayne County, including many entities that had already been working to help Opportunity 
Youth but sometimes weren’t aware of one another’s efforts. The coalition began with the Wayne 
County Chamber of Commerce, the United Way of Wayne County, and Wayne Community 
College. Once the project was underway, additional partners joined the founding group, 
including the Wayne County Sheriff’s Office, NCWorks, Wayne Action Group for Economic 
Solvency, Inc. (WAGES), the YMCA of Wayne County, Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Inc., Wayne 
County Public Schools, Communities Supporting Schools of Wayne County, and several small 
nonprofit organizations.

SUCCESSES
Wayne County Pathfinders’ partnership with HUBZone Technology Initiative (HTI) 
brought six Chromebook laptops to students who re-enrolled in school. This increased 
the team’s capacity to support the holistic needs of Opportunity Youth seeking to 
improve their mental health and find employment. 

The team considers every individual they’ve helped to be a success. “It’s great to be 
a part of their journey and I’m glad that we were all involved in that. And I know they will 
go farther,” Hatcher said.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY
The team plans to maintain the momentum achieved through participation in “Our 
State, Our Work” by continuing to address county-wide barriers, such as transportation; 
locate more funding to sustain the work; streamline processes; find and cultivate more 
partnerships—and a diversity of partners; and increase awareness.

“We need to continue to have a focus on this vision and help all partners, internal 
and external, understand this is not just a two-year project. It can’t be just a short-term 
initiative. It’s really about finding what’s working so that we can eventually reach all 
Opportunity Youth in Wayne County,” Gray said.

https://www.hubzonetech.org/



