TEAM 2
My Future Burke County

County: Burke

TEAM OVERVIEW

Burke County government, in alliance with Work in Burke, is looking

to increase access to STEAM-based education (science, technology,
engineering, the arts, mathematics) and opportunities while pairing
Opportunity Youth with mentorships and internships. By working

with ncIMPACT and myFutureNC's Local Educational Attainment
Collaboratives (LEAC) program, the collaborative has been able to start
offering opportunity internships, or OPT-INs, which pair students with

a local industry, a community mentor, and professional development
tutorials for the duration of their eight-week internship. There are several
competitions and events, such as the MADE (Morgonton Art, Design,
and Engineering) competition, that engage students with career-
building skills and interests, as well as college application support. The
collaborative shared that its goal is to “directly impact 500 young
adults and indirectly impact 2,000 young adults from the ages of
sixteen to twenty-four who are not in school or the workforce.”
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“| cannot say enough nice things about our

RECENT DATA cohort [of Opportunity Youth] this year. They
2022 OPPORTUNITY were wonderful. A lot of them were so self-
U RATE aware. You could tell their confidence grew
Burke: 18.2% throughout the summer, and they were just
T Te ) a really great group. | love this group. | feel

199% (uorth Coroina beoariment like they got a lot out of the experience.”

—Deisy Zavala Vazquez

TEAM 2 VISION STATEMENT
Our vision is to provide a pathway for young adults in Burke County to achieve their
educational and career goals.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

In recent years, the Work in Burke team noted the following barriers preventing Opportunity Youth
from connecting with education and employment:

Soft Skills

The team observed that some Opportunity Youth in the area—including those who

experienced interruptions, confusing responses, and pivots to at-home learning

during the COVID-19 pandemic in their high school years—struggle with “soft skills”
or the etiquette of interacting with others in new or unfamiliar settings. This can lead to anxiety
about tasks like registering for classes at the community college, clocking in at a workplace,
remembering an assigned schedule, or feeling comfortable asking questions.

Ongoing Impacts of Regional Economic Downturn

In Burke County, some Opportunity Youth are children of parents or family members
who experienced mass layoffs in the region’s legacy industries of textile and furniture
manufacturing. This painful history still looms large in the local culture and can
make parents hesitant, or even resistant, to encourage their child to pursue jobs in those same
industries. “The parent is more likely to say, ‘Over my dead body, because | got laid off and it
really hurt! That's a paradigm that we have to overcome,” Furse said.
To help address these barriers, the team has streamlined its application process to be as
simple as possible, making all forms accessible and submittable via smartphone. They create
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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

colorful documents with lists and checkboxes, cover application or submission costs when
possible, and send daily text reminders if needed—all in service of helping each person based
on their individual needs.

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS

Outreach to Opportunity Youth
Work in Burke maintains consistent outreach within schools, particularly to Career and Technical
Education (CTE) teachers, to identify students at risk of becoming Opportunity Youth. The team
collaborates with the schools to survey the approximately 900 students across five area high
schools who are set to graduate. Typically, around 400 of these students do not have a plan for
after graduation each year. Work in Burke focuses on connecting with these 400 students during
the spring semester. Team members make presentations about their signature programs—J.E.T.
(Jobs, Education & Training, aimed at Opportunity Youth) and OPT-IN (Opportunity Internship, a
paid eight-week exploratory program for recently graduated high school seniors)—to individual
classes, as well as to community groups such as Rotary Clubs.

They also send materials through the U.S. Postal Service to students’ homes and pay for
Facebook ads to reach a broader audience.

Employer Outreach

The team maintains close connections with local employers, taking a similar, individualized
approach to understanding and meeting their needs. It aims to ensure that Opportunity Youth
will gain broad experiences. In 2024, the participating employers all agreed to a common pay
rate, which allowed participants the freedom to choose their industry based on interest, rather
than on salary considerations.

EVENTS

During the “Our State, Our Work” program, the team didn’t host any of its own events but
responded to every invitation to present to employers and students. Within two weeks in January
2024, it made the same presentation fifteen times to various classes and groups in the schools.

PARTNERSHIPS

Work in Burke has formal partnerships with Burke Development Inc., The Industrial Commons,
Burke County Public Schools, and Western Piedmont Community College but considers everyone
involved in this effort a partner. Additionally, the team received hotspots from AT&T and laptops
from HUBZone Technology Initiative (HTI). These supports have enhanced its capacity to meet
the holistic needs of Opportunity Youth seeking to improve their mental health and find
employment.
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SUCCESSES

Work in Burke considers the relationships forged through participating in the
MyFutureNC/ncIMPACT Local Educational Attainment Collaboratives (LEAC) program
and “Our State, Our Work” a significant success. It believes that connecting with groups
across North Carolina doing similar work has bolstered its abilities and effectiveness.
While visiting Chapel Hill for the “Our State, Our Wellbeing” convening in June 2024,
team members made connections with a group in nearby Catawba County that
offers suicide prevention trainings. Since then, they have participated in one of these
trainings, broadening the skill set and support they can offer young adults.

The team celebrates both the individual success stories of youth they work with
and the broader impact, such as the four-percentage-point drop in the county’s
Opportunity Youth rate over the past three years. The county has moved from
having the third-highest percentage of Opportunity Youth among North Carolina’s
100 counties to No. 25, and the OPT-IN internship program won the 2024 Governor’s
NCWorks Outstanding Innovative Partnership Award.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY

Looking ahead, Work in Burke will continue to nurture its existing partnerships. Its
programs could not operate without the support of its community collaborators.
Contributions from employer partners are also vital, ensuring the sustainability of
the initiative and allowing Work in Burke to continue providing young people with
meaningful opportunities to grow, learn, and contribute to Burke County’s future.
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