TEAM 7
Opportunity Alamance

County: Alamance

TEAM OVERVIEW TEAM MEMBERS
Bettina Akukwe
Titan Barksdale
Sara Bennett

Nick Boudreau
Mary Bradshaw

The Alamance-Burlington School System works with the Regional
Partnership Workforce Development Board, NCWorks Career Center,
Alamance Community College, and the Alamance County Chamber
of Commerce’s Economic Development Career Accelerator Program

to provide on-the-job training and career mentorship for Opportunity Amanda Braswell
Youth. The team connects high school students taking Career and Jim Bryan
Technical Education (CTE) courses with part-time internships, career Jimmie Burgess
exploration activities, and skill-building workshops, and connects Corey Freeman
students who have left high school with a GED program at the local Shannon Huffman
community college that includes tutoring, counseling, and part-time LO_U'S K'”'O_n
Michael Littell

jobs. The collaborative is seeking to “strengthen the already strong Ashley Pryer
partnerships between community agencies and organizations Duncan Shaw
to begin building a talent pipeline of individuals who have not Kevin Szostak
previously been given opportunities to succeed in the world of work.” Johnny Weddle
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https://www.abss.k12.nc.us
https://regionalpartnershipwdb.org
https://boards.alamancecountync.gov/boards-and-committees/human-services/workforce-development-board/
https://boards.alamancecountync.gov/boards-and-committees/human-services/workforce-development-board/
https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/ContactUs.aspx?enc=K3xHsfYP7auZKyge9pmxFw==
https://www.ncworks.gov/vosnet/ContactUs.aspx?enc=K3xHsfYP7auZKyge9pmxFw==
https://www.alamancecc.edu
https://www.alamancecc.edu
https://www.alamancechamber.com
https://www.alamancechamber.com
https://www.alamancechamber.com
https://apprenticealamance.com/
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“Our State, Our Work” has shined a light

RECENT DATA on a much-needed area that needed
2022 QFPORILNITY to be highlighted, which is that we have
YOUTH RATE

a number of Opportunity Youth who
are being overlooked. If we can create

Alamance: 12.5%

Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth

Rate for North Carolina overall was a kind of framework that goeS ACross
10.9% (North Carolina Department .
of Commerce). the state and turns that on its head,

we can undo a lot of harm, and | really
applaud that.” —Titan Barksdale

TEAM 7 VISION STATEMENT
Our vision is to connect with youth who are out of school and out of work, and to provide
individual pathways toward success.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

Team members listed several barriers faced by Opportunity Youth, including food insecurity,
caregiver responsibilities for a child or other family member, transportation, and mental health.

Transportation

Transportation is a key barrier that Opportunity Youth face in Alamance County.
Situated between the metropolitan areas of the Piedmont Triad and the Research
Triangle, the county has areas that feel suburban, but much of its 425 square miles are
still quite rural. While public transportation is expanding in cities, it remains limited overall.

To overcome this barrier, the team distributed Walmart gift cards, because some Walmarts
have gas stations, and the cards can be used for fuel. After Freeman joined in January 2024, he
began building a resource hub at his business, Alamance United Mental Health. Having a safe,
central location for youth (some of whom are Opportunity Youth) to gather and access resources
makes the process easier for everyone involved.

Mental Health
Team members also cited mental health as a significant barrier. They observed that

many young people, whose social and emotional development was disrupted by the

isolation and confusion of the COVID-19 pandemic, now seem to be experiencing gaps
in those skills and anxiety as a result. Freeman follows a care model that prioritizes basic needs,
mental health, education, and employment (in that order). He hopes that the resource hub will
connect youth not only with services but also with therapy, life coaching, and access to mentors.
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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

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS

Opportunity Alamance posted fliers in the community but concentrated most of its efforts on a
signature event held in October 2023 at the CityGate Dream Center in Burlington. Considerable
planning went into this event, including the distribution of “help kits” containing nonperishable
food, diapers, and personal hygiene items, aimed at meeting the holistic needs of young adults
in their community. Fifty-eight people attended, but only four of them were Opportunity Youth.

Barksdale said that Freeman'’s profession, business model, and entrepreneurial personality
“attract Opportunity Youth like a magnet.” The team'’s goal is to connect with a wide range of
individuals, because they know that a multilayered approach is most likely to meet the many
interconnected needs of Opportunity Youth in Alamance County. For example, in addition to
partnering with CTE teachers at local schools, the team also engages coaches and school social
workers to help identify students who might be at risk for becoming Opportunity Youth.

The team also created an “Opportunity Alamance” page on LinkedIn to raise awareness
and build connections with employers. The team'’s focus at the time of the interview was on
connecting Opportunity Youth with community partners who could then facilitate introductions
to employers.

EVENTS

The team used its mini-grant to plan and host the promotional event at the CityGate Dream
Center in Burlington.

Freeman hosted an online webinar in summer 2024, and about ten people attended. He also
planned to host a grand opening celebration for the resource hub. Since the time of the team
interview, the team’s website has listed a kickoff “Day of Work” event on September 11 at Toyota
Battery Manufacturing, in partnership with and hosted by NCWorks in Burlington.

PARTNERSHIPS

The team has experienced variability in the number and enthusiasm of its partners but is
hopeful that a more consistent team is now in place. Freeman, in particular, is eager to expand
the list of partners who already work with Opportunity Alamance. He mentioned potential
connections with the CityGate Dream Center in Burlington, the Alamance County Juvenile
Justice Department, and the Alamance County Department of Social Services.

HUBZone Technology Initiative (HTI), a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization helping to bring
technology to those in need, donated six laptops to Opportunity Alamance for use at the
resource hub (see Appendix B).
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SUCCESSES

This team experienced significant change during the course of the project, due to North
Carolina’s reshuffling of regional councils of government—and the subsequent changes
to the workforce development boards. During “Our State, Our Work,” Alamance County
was reassigned to the Piedmont Triad Regional Council. As a result, its local workforce
development office closed, and its staff was no longer affiliated with Opportunity
Alamance.

Akukwe said that, given these changes, simply maintaining participation in “Our
State, Our Work” could be considered a success. She expressed her enthusiasm about
Freeman, calling him a strong advocate for Opportunity Youth. “We kept it going and we
did what we could. We all believe in this program, but you need to have that champion,”
she said.

Both Barksdale and Freeman said that their childhoods would have qualified
them as Opportunity Youth. Barksdale said that “Our State, Our Work” helped shine
a light on a statewide problem that has been overlooked. Bringing various partners
and stakeholders together in one room helped the group align its perspective with
its potential.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY

Opportunity Alamance’s biggest needs going forward are a steady stream of
opportunities for youth and additional funding to enhance one-on-one services for
uninsured individuals. The team has found that Opportunity Youth benefit significantly
from individualized support and intervention. Additional funding would enable them to
serve more young people more effectively.
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