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TEAM 3   
Lincoln County Strong

County: Lincoln

TEAM OVERVIEW 
Lincoln County Schools and the government of Lincoln County are 
dedicated to promoting a school curriculum that focuses on important 
skills for science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) careers, 
while providing apprenticeship opportunities within the county. Students 
attend events that promote the benefits of a STEAM-based education 
(science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics), and educators 
receive tools to help students engage with STEAM-based curriculums. 
Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs in schools equip students 
with knowledge about topics ranging from robotics to web design. 
Additionally, the Industrial Managers Association works with middle and 
high school students through career exploration tools and apprenticeships. 
The collaborative shared that through its “three stakeholder groups” of 
“industry, education, [and] economic development,” it aims to promote 
“a thriving and stable economic ecosystem.”
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CONNECTING YOUNG ADULTS TO THEIR FUTURES

RECENT DATA 
2022 OPPORTUNITY 
YOUTH RATE

Lincoln: 15.3%		
Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth 
Rate for North Carolina overall was 
10.9% (North Carolina Department 
of Commerce).

TEAM 3 VISION STATEMENT
We envision a community that works together to foster prosperity for individuals and 
businesses by creating equitable opportunities for ALL to be financially stable, achieve 
upward mobility, and adapt to the future.

“This issue is critical to our future workforce 
development. If there’s a disparity among 

sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds, then our 
communities and our nation are in trouble 
in the coming years. So keeping this at the 

forefront is going to be our goal.”  
—Alisha Friday

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

Lack of Motivation and Experience
Opportunity Youth in Lincoln County face many challenges in engaging with the 
workforce or education. In the post-pandemic era, the team has observed both a lack 
of motivation and limited work experience among Opportunity Youth. “They come 

in, we sit down, and I take them through the career assessments. They’re all excited, but then 
they just kind of just fade away. And I’ve never met so many young people between the ages 
of nineteen to twenty-four with no work experience at all. They’re hard to reach. They’re fading 
away,” Ervin said.

Transportation
Finding reliable transportation can be tough in Lincoln County, which spans 360 
square miles, much of it rural. The team has met Opportunity Youth who not only 
don’t have a car or access to one, but also have no one to teach them to drive or 

help them practice. As a result, they often fear driving. To address this, the team offers mileage 
reimbursement for program participants and partners with a “grassroots taxi service” called 
Peanut Rides—the only local driving service that operates after 5 p.m.

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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In addition to transportation barriers, the team also noted mental health challenges among 
Opportunity Youth. To respond to these interconnected issues, Lincoln County Strong provides 
individualized support: meeting each young person, learning about their needs, and connecting 
them with services tailored to their unique situations.

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS
Outreach to Opportunity Youth
The team is actively seeking more opportunities to raise awareness about the available support. 
In May 2024, Ervin sent twenty emails and letters to churches in Lincoln County, but no one 
responded. She posted flyers in barbershops, hair salons, convenience stores, and the YMCA. She 
had a table at an NCWorks event and at a YMCA job fair, and spoke in schools. She also spoke 
at the Community Resource Fair held at Sunrise Community, a low-income housing community 
near her office, and has been invited back. She sets up a table once a week at the public library.

The team used their Shared Measurement System (SMS) grant to pay for ads on Facebook 
and Instagram to promote an event for NCWorks’ NextGen program. The analytics from the ads 
showed a lot of interest, but turnout was disappointing.

Employer Outreach
The team’s outreach to employers is led by Equus’s business services department, which serves 
as the local workforce development support. Through this collaboration, Lincoln County is 
identifying more effective ways to integrate Opportunity Youth into the workforce by aligning 
employer needs with youth potential.

EVENTS
Other than the NCWorks event mentioned above, Lincoln County Strong hasn’t hosted any 
events of their own. They eagerly accept invitations to speak at or participate in others’ events 
throughout the “Our State, Our Work” program. 

PARTNERSHIPS
Lincoln County Strong encompasses the Lincoln Economic Development Association, NCWorks’ 
NextGen Program, Lincoln County Department of Social Services, Gaston College, Lincoln County 
Schools, and Communities in Schools of Lincoln County.

The team is grateful for all their partners, both formal and informal. They collaborate with 
workforce development boards, the local Juvenile Crime Prevention Council, and public housing 
communities. Their relationship with the library that allows a table setup once a week is informal 
but appreciated.
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SUCCESSES
Lincoln County Strong’s biggest accomplishment has been increasing awareness of 
the barriers that Opportunity Youth face. The team’s work and involvement have led to 
employers, nonprofit organizations, and other community stakeholders realizing that 
Opportunity Youth are the future of the workforce. “This issue is so critical to our future 
workforce development. If there’s a disparity among sixteen to twenty-four year olds, 
then our communities and our nation are in trouble in the coming years. So keeping this 
at the forefront is going to be our goal,” Friday said.

They consider each person who connects with a career or education path to be a 
success. “[Success is] just having that relationship with them, that they trust me and 
allow me to help on their journey,” Ervin said.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY 
Keeping this issue at the forefront is the team’s ongoing goal. Team members 
emphasized that no single person, agency, or stakeholder can tackle the challenge 
of reintroducing Opportunity Youth to school or work alone. “It’s got to take all of our 
partner agencies, our community stakeholders, coming together to acknowledge it 
and to provide our resources and to maximize the resources that each individual can 
provide, because we all bring different strengths and weaknesses to the issue, and I 
think that we have to rely on each other,” Friday said.

Challenges remain, including identifying and locating Opportunity Youth, and 
building capacity for support that specifically targets this demographic. Re-engaging 
Opportunity Youth in work and school is one of many priorities for most partners. 
Positioning NextGen as the team leader in this work will help focus efforts, but many 
other collaborative members are spread thin and need greater capacity to fully focus 
on identifying these individuals. Despite these challenges, the team feels that their 
community connections are especially strong and that the resources are in place to 
continue connecting Opportunity Youth. 




