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TEAM OVERVIEW

With help from Wilson Forward, Wilson County, the City of TEAM MEMBERS
Wilson, and Wilson County Schools used the feedback of over Paula Benson

160 educators, parents, community members, nonprofits, Cameron Cochran

Don Hicks
Dante Pittman
Ryan Simons

businesses, churches, and law enforcement and government
agencies to create the Youth Master Plan of Wilson, adopted
in 2014, to improve the education and career results for the
county’s students, as well as the health and resources of
Wilson County communities, by establishing school-based
health centers and placing Carolina College Advising Corps
members in each high school. Another aspect is a focus on
career preparation, with programs such as SOAR and Work-
N-Wilson providing resources and skills for job training and
exploration within the county.
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RECENT DATA

2022 OPPORTUNITY “This initiative has put Opportunity Youth
YOUTH RATE on the radar in a way that. .. did not exist
LR before, and they won't come off of the
T et G (ot radar because of it” —Cameron Cochran

10.9% (North Carolina Department
of Commerce).

TEAM 12 VISION STATEMENT
We envision a robust workforce pipeline in Wilson that matches living-wage career options
with adequately trained workers, resulting in low unemployment and high quality of life.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

The Wilson Workforce Alliance noted that transportation, childcare, and housing are the most
common barriers that Opportunity Youth in Wilson County face when trying to reconnect with
school or work.

Transportation

While transportation remains a challenge, it is one area where the City of Wilson has
made significant strides. In 2020, the city replaced its fixed-route bus system with RIDE,
an on-demand micro-transit service similar to app-based ride-sharing services like
Uber. RIDE operates with a system of vans that serves most of the Wilson city limits. Unlike the bus
system, RIDE allows riders to request a trip at any time via an app or by phone. More than half

of RIDE's rides are rides to work. “We've made a dent in the transportation problem, but it’s still a
problem,” Cochran said.

Childcare
@ The team considers access to childcare a crisis for Opportunity Youth in Wilson
County. There are not enough childcare resources to accommodate all the families
who need it, and/or those options are too expensive for many young adults.
Consequently, those who might want to work or further their education cannot do either because
they are providing care to family members in need.
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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
https://carolinaacross100.unc.edu/wilsons-ride-program-increases-opportunities-for-young-people/
https://carolinaacross100.unc.edu/wilsons-ride-program-increases-opportunities-for-young-people/

Housing

Housing is also a significant barrier that can impact both individuals and families.

Wilson County ranks fourth in the state for the number of evictions. Housing is

particularly challenging for people ages sixteen to twenty-four, as this is the age

range when many young people choose to leave their family homes and live on their own.
To address these barriers, Wilson Forward relies on partners, including the Department of

Social Services and Wilson Community College, which specialize in wraparound services.

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS

To reach both Opportunity Youth and employers, Wilson Forward convenes a monthly meeting
of the Wilson Workforce Alliance (WWA). The listserv includes about sixty organizations, all of
whom are invited; around thirty attend regularly. Members of the WWA represent many sectors:
higher education, large industry, small business, healthcare, and K-12 schools. The focus of the
WWA is to continually build relationships that ease cross-sector collaborations. It provides a way
for entities working with Opportunity Youth to connect with employers, and for those wanting to
reach Opportunity Youth to engage with them more effectively.

EVENTS

Wilson Forward considers the “Communicating with Confidence” event created by the Wilson
Education Partnership and held at all Wilson County high schools to be a successful initiative
benefiting students at risk of becoming Opportunity Youth. Robin P. Williams, executive director
of the Wilson Education Partnership, regularly invites dozens of community and business leaders
into junior-year English classes to help students learn and practice communication skills often
needed in job seeking, all in a low-pressure environment. During this event, every junior in Wilson
County sits down with a community or business leader for a mock interview.

The goal is to familiarize the students with interviewing, so that they feel more comfortable,
and to encourage self-reflection through interaction with professionals. Although job offers are
not the intended outcome, several students have been offered job-shadowing opportunities and
even jobs as a result of their participation.

PARTNERSHIPS

Wilson Forward, an organization focused on improving education, health, and workforce

development in Wilson County, was the convening force for participation in “Our State, Our

Work.” While not a direct service provider, Wilson Forward strengthens relationships among local

partners serving Opportunity Youth in areas like support, education, and workforce development.
The partnership model employed by Wilson Forward is unique. It is based on the listserv and

regular meetings of the Wilson Workforce Alliance, as mentioned above. Among the partners

who played significant roles throughout “Our State, Our Work” are Wilson County Schools, Sallie

B. Howard Charter School, Turning Point Workforce Development Board, Collins Aerospace,

3C Store Fixtures, MyFutureNC, the City of Wilson, Wilson County, Wilson Community College,
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Barton College, Area L AHEC, the Healthcare Foundation of Wilson, Work in Wilson, Casa Azul
de Wilson, Scouts USA, the Wilson Chamber of Commerce, and N.C. State University’s Industry
Expansion Solutions.

“Relationship-building, specifically resource sharing and partnering for referrals, have been
the most enduring outcomes from those meetings,” Cochran said.

SUCCESSES

Wilson Forward considers the lessons learned and groundwork laid as a result of
participating in “Our State, Our Work” to be a success. Before this effort, entities in Wilson
County called this population “disconnected youth.” The discussions and collaborations
focused on Opportunity Youth had ripple effects on the larger conversation about
workforce development in Wilson for people at all stages, from early education to
entering or re-entering the workforce after being a family caregiver. “There’s been a
huge reduction of stigma, and a huge increase in awareness. There’'s now language
that | think is being universally used among leadership about why this is an important
focus. We're no longer making sweeping generalizations about this population, and
[we're] understanding more of the complications and the nuance and the barriers that
they're facing,” Cochran said.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY

The Wilson Workforce Alliance continues to meet monthly. To build on the culture
change established by “Our State, Our Work,” and to improve on the efficacy of the local
collaborative going forward, the team recommends having a direct service provider
(someone who works directly with Opportunity Youth) serve as project manager.
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