
Young Women’s Project  YWP East -- 3938 Benning Road NE,  WDC 20019       202.332.3399        youngwomensproject.org  
 YWP West -- 1609 Connecticut Ave NW, WDC 20009   202.733.4339 

 

1 
 

Testimony to the Committee on Labor and Workforce Development 
Budget Oversight Hearing 

Department of Employment Services 
 

Marcia N. Huff 
Deputy Director, Young Women’s Project 

 

May 28, 2020 

 

Greetings Chairperson Silverman and members of the committee. My name is Marcia Huff and I am the Deputy 

Director of the Young Women’s Project (YWP). I am also a Ward 7 resident. I would like to express my appreciation 

to you, this committee, and your staff for their continued support and most importantly for a commitment to 

improving DC’s youth workforce system. YWP is a DC-based nonprofit organization that builds the leadership and 

power of young people so that they can shape DC policies and institutions to expand rights and opportunities. Since 

1994, YWP has developed thousands of youth leaders and has worked in partnership with a number of DC 

agencies to develop policy and implement programs in sexual health education and services, foster care rights and 

opportunities, youth employment, and other issues. YWP programs cover a broad range of interventions -- from 

after school leadership programming to youth employment, peer education, youth-led research, and policy 

development.  YWP programs engage under-resourced youth of color, ages 14-24, with a focus on teen women 

and youth in care; more than half of our young people live or go to school in wards 7 and 8. YWP works with youth 

in 24 DC high schools and all wards and manages two offices: (Connecticut Ave NW (W1) and Benning Rd NE 

(W7)).  YWP has a full-time staff of 6 adults, a part time youth staff of 150 youth, and a budget of $750,000. YWP is 

working toward a city where youth are engaged in the leadership and decision making of the institutions and 

processes that affect their lives. Since the COVID-19 pandemic YWP youth employment training has transitioned 

online. 75% of YWP’s youth staff are engaged and meet for virtual work sessions each week. Youth work has 

transitioned online with youth staff using social media to educate their peers and advocate on an array of issues 

related to youth voice, health, employment, and education. Our youth staff’s lives have been turned upside down. 

Our organization has had to support our youth staff by providing Chromebooks and laptops so that they can 

participate in distance learning, connected them with mental health resources, and assisting them with basic needs 

such as food.   

 

YWP’s model engages youth on three levels – as peer educators, employees, and advocates. Youth come into our 

organization as peer health educators through the Youth Health Educator Program (YHEP), which hires more than 

150 youth each year from 24 DC public high schools who work in their schools and communities educating their 
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peers, distributing condoms, and referring youth to clinics, working in partnership with DC Public Schools and the 

Department of Health (DOH). Youth work 5 hours a week, receive extensive training in sexual health & peer 

education method and build their skills in self-advocacy, work readiness, and health education. Youth work on 

teams and with a manger, apply their skills, develop professional behavior, and put together a portfolio of work 

products. Youth who stay with the YWP program for 9 months (about 50 youth) move onto Youth Justice 

Campaigns where they work in partnership with our adult staff to organize to advocate for youth rights and 

opportunities in health, education, and voting.  Many of the youth here today are part of that work. All of our youth 

are paid – starting at $7.25 and moving up to $10.50. Last year we hired & trained 262 youth who conducted 64,132 

one-on-one interventions reaching 9,620 youth, made 5,934 clinic referrals, and distributed 199,688 condoms and 

other safer sex materials; half of these interventions focused on wards 5, 7, and 8.. Our youth also presented more 

than 25 testimonies and worked on expand youth voting rights. The Center for Young Adults, which closed its doors 

in September, provided training and support to more than 150 emancipating youth during the past two years—

connecting then to jobs (57%) and housing (68%). Our poverty work has since been folded into our campaigns. 

 

YWP has been employing youth for 25 years -- working side by side to develop them as trainers, educators, and 

advocates.  Teaching them problem solving, communication and decision-making skills and at the same time 

writing, reading, research, teamwork, how to show up on time, and skills that should have been mastered in school 

but were not. We work with youth on three levels. First -- we develop them as workers, educators, trainers, 

advocates who have specific skill sets and issue expertise. Next -- they use these skills and expertise out in the 

community to solve problems.  

 

An attorney by training, I am a youth advocate with more than a decade working side by side with DC youth. During 

my time with YWP I have had the honor of supervising nearly 100 youth and young adults. These youth faced 

significant challenges as the majority were justice involved, foster youth or experiencing homelessness. From 2017 

to 2019 I worked with over 100 young adults who emancipated from the foster care system. Most of the young 

adults in the program spent a significant time in their teens and early 20s on their own and engaging with peers and 

street economies. They developed a set of skills and coping mechanisms that got them through care and allowed 

them to survive –but those same sets of skills and inexperience with formal institutions placed them at a significant 

disadvantage in completing their education and finding employment. At times I was haunted with the thought of 

whether it was too late to turn things around and interrupt the cycle of poverty and despair. I cannot communicate 

enough the importance of early interventions, training and support of DC youth. Workforce readiness training and 

quality job experiences are an essential part of the solution.      
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I am here for two reasons:  

1. To request a budget allocation of $576,000 within the DOES FY20121 budget for a year-round 

subsidized employment program for 250 high school students. This small budget ask is less than 

1% of the overall proposed FY21 DOES budget ($156,181,995) and only 7% of the proposed FY21 

Year-Round Youth Program Budget ($7,750,000).  

 

2. To request that the Committee require that DOES submit quarterly reports on spending and 

enrollment for all youth programs. Outside of oversight question responses there is no way to 

obtain data on the number of youth that DOES is serving through the year-round program nor how 

much is being spent.  

 

Large numbers of youth and their families are living in poverty. Nationally, 68% (2018) of youth ages 16-19 

were unemployed. In DC the number is 81% (2016). The issue is especially urgent for youth living in Wards 7 and 8 

where nearly half of the families are living in poverty and the unemployment rates (2018--Ward 7-9.6%, Ward 8 

12.5%) are double other parts of the city. In 2016, 81% of youth 16-19 were unemployed with approximately 2000 

totally disconnected from school and work.  

 

High school students not only need early work experiences for the development and training, but they also need 

paid work to help their families. Many of the youth on our staff have financial responsibilities within their families. 

Many of the youth on our staff who will testify today will talk about the need to pay for school items, household bills 

(internet, rent, utilities) and life essentials such as food, clothing (including school uniforms), their cell phone, and 

toiletries. At a young age they feel the squeeze of their family’s stretched budgets.   

  

Youth are not ready to be employed. Youth need quality training and work experiences, but most are not ready 

for a full-time job or even the responsibility of an official internship. They need supportive environments where they 

can build and develop their workforce readiness skills. Even students who regularly attend school and are 

accustomed to structured environments lack many of the essential workforce skills because they are simply not 

reinforced in school environments. An example of this is how students report absences—schools require a note, 

email or call after the absence but there is not an expectation that students provide advanced notice. While working, 

communicating anticipated absences is crucial, and a lack in doing so can cause termination from a position. Also, 

many students, including seniors, have full day schedules rendering them ineligible for most traditional internship 
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programs (such as Urban Alliance’s flagship program) that require at least 12 hours a week. Many students are 

simply not prepared to take on the responsibility of an internship nor do they have the work practice skills 

to succeed in an internship or part-time job and need a program /job hybrid to get them on the right track. There is a 

robust summer program but during the school year there are significantly less opportunities for high school 

students. DOES has are partnerships with DCPS and charters schools but we would like to see the number of paid 

school year work experience opportunities for high school students grow in 2020.   

 

There are 29,919 youth ages 14-18 living in DC with 17,584 attending DCPS and charter high school. DCPS has 20 

high schools, in all Wards, offering Career and Technical Education with 3,287 youth participating. DCPS also has 

14 Career Academies (Engineering, Health Sciences, Hospitality& Tourism, and Information Technology) with 

1,599 students enrolled. DCPS has a career readiness curriculum called Tenacity that helps students prepare for 

career success. There are two DCPS internship programs—the Career Bridge program and Career Ready. Career 

Bridge is a spring internship program started in 2017 enrolled approximately 120 students from 12 schools in 2019. 

Career Ready is a summer internship program, started in 2016 that is coordinated through a partnership with 

DOES. Approximately 600 students participated during the summer of 2019. Both internship programs target 

students who want to start work or enter training programs after graduation and also target students who have 

significant barriers to employment. These programs include students at DC’s Opportunity Academies. The Career 

Bridge internships seeks internship sites where there is a strong possibility for a post-graduation apprenticeship or 

employment opportunity. These are two awesome programs but only one offers school year opportunities for 

students.   

 

Classroom work and training are not enough because students need opportunities where they can grow their skills 

and take on increasing responsibility. National experts have found promise in youth programs that combine 

education and work-related experience because education and technical skills are not enough to prepare youth for 

future career success. Youth need to develop the ability to get along with others, communicate assertively, think 

critically and problem solve, as well as self-regulate. Small investments can go a long way. Even working a few 

hours (less than 10 hours) a week can have a positive effect on future employment, earnings, and net worth.  

 

The DMV economy continues to grow and create new jobs in information technology, health science, hospitality, 

education, construction, transportation, and other priority industries but most of the youth will graduate without the 

training or skills to be employed. Many young people coming out of the public-school system are not proficient in 

reading or math– skills that you need to succeed in any job. A quarter of the students are chronically absent and 
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some schools report numbers closer to 75%. Many of the youth we work with, even those who are high 

achieving lack skills in communication, problem solving, reading, writing, and other basic work-readiness skills, 

and at least 10% are in need of basic supports (like transportation, food, clothing) that will enable them to 

participate in the workforce.   

 

High school is the ideal time to engage youth. From 2017 to 2019 YWP served as the Child and Family Service 

Agency’s (CFSA) main contractor for aftercare services. Through this program, called the Center for Young Adults 

(CYA), we worked with over 100 youth age 21-23 to meet rigorous benchmarks for employment, education, 

housing, health, and community engagement. Our goal was to help participants make significant progress toward 

independence. Through this work we clearly saw the devastating repercussions of the lack of investment in early 

workforce readiness programming. Most of these youth participated in SYEP but few had any work experience 

outside of that or if they did it was only a part-time work that lasted 1-3 months. Those who lacked early work 

experiences never developed the discipline, teamwork orientation, or soft skills to be functional in workplace 

settings. Unemployed youth are more likely to become part of the street economies, more likely to be in the criminal 

justice system, and more likely to experience chronic unemployment. Our current system’s focus on out of school 

youth perpetuates this problem. What I saw though our work with former foster youth was the dark future for more 

youth if we continue the current path. If something is not done and fast, we will continue to push thousands of youth 

through the high school pipeline without solid prospects for living wage employment.  

 

 

ISY Programming Recommendation 

 

Our desire to expand the DOES In-School Youth Program is based on three realities. Youth need jobs and 

money— in 2016, 81% of youth 16-19 were unemployed with approximately 2000 totally disconnected from school 

and work. While DC has a massive 6-week summer program, the rest of the year has less than 1000 employment 

slots for high school students.  There are also numerous youth development organizations who would be willing to 

train and employ youth during the school year but due to restricted or limited funding are unable to pay youth 

wages. These organizations are not interested in contracts with DOES to pay their staff salaries or meet their other 

financial needs, but they would greatly benefit from DOES paying youth wages. Lastly, various banking policies, 

laws and complicated administrative processes make paying youth wages a difficult undertaking. This is why 

many organizations pay youth via gift cards. DOES has the capacity to handle payroll and other administrative 

tasks because they already take on these functions for MBSYEP.  
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Youth employment needs will be even more acute in the post-COVID emergency world. MBSYEP will take place 

virtually with most of the youth participating in online workshops and completing virtual assignments. Very few will 

have actual remote work—especially high school participants. It is critical to have opportunities in the fall for these 

students. There is plenty of time for DOES and youth employers to create safe ways for youth to participate in 

employment programming using CDC, WHO and other expert guidance.  

 

We recommend the allocation of $576,000 for the creation of a year-round ISY pilot program for high school 

students that utilizes the existing DOES-MBSYEP infrastructure. Through this pilot DOES would recruit 

250 students who would begin working October 2020.  Any DC high school student (9th-12th) would be eligible 

for the program but the pilot would prioritize slots for youth considered “at-risk” (OSSE definition) or living in Wards 

5-7-8. Students would work with private businesses, in schools, government agencies, schools and non-profit 

organizations for up to 8 hours a week and the program would last approximately 24 weeks starting in October and 

ending in April or May. This program would be implemented similarly to MBSYEP with businesses and 

organizations registering for a certain number of slots and youth being assigned a worksite. The proposed budget is 

$576,00 for this program. 90% of the funding would go to youth wages and related taxes ($480,000 + $48,000) and 

10% dedicated to administrative costs ($48,000). This is a miniscule portion of the overall DOES budget (less than 

1%) as well as the Year-Round-Youth program budget (7%).  

 

There are several high-quality programs that currently employ (or have youth worker volunteers) and have 

workforce training for 250 youth (Gearin Up, Idea PCS, Mikva Challenge, Critical Exposure) that could take 

advantage of this program. YWP staff is committed to assisting DOES with site recruitment, employer vetting, and 

orienting if necessary. YWP Is also committed to working with DOES and employers to create virtual employment 

options if necessary.  

 

DOES could prioritize slots for organizations that provide industry specific training and employment especially those 

in the high demand fields such as security, IT, hospitality, construction, education, and healthcare. Similarly, to 

MBSYEP, employers would also participate in the matching process to ensure that existing participants who 

qualified could enroll in the program. Participants would not simply learn about work and be trained but they would 

actually have a job. The pilot takes a hybrid approach--- 50% training and youth development and 50% actual work. 

Program administration would mirror MBSYEP with employers inputting time on a weekly/biweekly basis (or a 

timeframe established by DOES) and youth would be paid through debit cards or direct deposit.    
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Last year the DC Council passed the East End and Opportunity Youth Careers Amendment Act of 2019. An 

important aspect of the subtitle requires at least two-thirds of DOES’s local funds for year-round training be used to 

serve in-school (excluding those enrolled in the DCPS Career Bridge program) youth who reside or attend school in 

Ward 7 or Ward 8. So far OYP has not made any significant moves to increase the programming to meet the 

subtitle’s goal. Our pilot would directly contribute to this extremely important goal.  We have a meeting with DOES 

leaders next week and we look forward to discussing the pilot in detail, hearing their thoughts and most importantly 

gaining their buy in with moving forward.  

 

DOES-Office of Youth Programming Reporting Recommendation 

 

It is hard to fully understand what needs to be done without clearly understanding what is already being done. 

Currently there is not a clear or simple way to formally obtain information on OYP spending and participation. 

Regardless of funding source there needs to be formal reporting out of OYP. Ideally DOES would present data via a 

dashboard on their website similar to CFSA (https://cfsadashboard.dc.gov/page/placement-children-foster-

care). It is important to see how many youth are being served and at what costs to make prudent 

investments and to ensure that we are serving the maximum number of youth.   

 

We recommend that beginning October 1, 2020 DOES submit to the Council quarterly reports on the 

number of youth enrolled in programming through and served by the OYP including but not limited to the 

ISY Program, OSY program, Marion Barry Youth Leadership Institute, Pathways for Young Adults, Youth 

Earn and Learn Program, and the High School Internship program (including through parternships with 

DCPS and charter schools). DOES shall submit reports to the committee for all programs-locally, federally and 

privately funded. Reports should include actual spending and the number of participants. Participation numbers in 

these reports should be broken down by program, contractor, ward, grade, school, age and at-risk status. Reports 

shall be submitted to the commitee no later than 30 calendar days after the end of each quarter. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. I am happy to answer any questions and serve as a resource for the 

committee.  

https://cfsadashboard.dc.gov/page/placement-children-foster-care
https://cfsadashboard.dc.gov/page/placement-children-foster-care

