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JR. APPRENTICES GET WORK EXPERIENCE WHEN IT COUNTS

When this school year started at Bulkeley High
School, in Hartford, Conn., employers lined up to
take part in a project that aims to place juniors in
part-time mentored work experiences designed to
help them plan for jobs and postsecondary education
in the years to come.

Jr. Apprentice is a pilot program debuting this
year at the high school. Plans call for career readi-
ness programming all year and mentored paid work
experience during the spring semester for 20
11th-graders.

It will be February before students are dispatched
to after-school jobs, but by the last week in August,
when Bulkeley opened its doors for the school year,
enough professionals had applied to serve as “em-
ployer-mentors” that every student enrolled should
have a work experience.

Potential employer-mentors who applied to par-
ticipate in to the program work in health care, digital
media, marketing, education, philanthropy, non-
profit management and other fields.

Employer participation was encouraging to
founder and program director Lauren Silverstein,
who on the second day of the school year expressed
gratitude for the variety of business and education
stakeholders that have welcomed the pilot project.

Jr. Apprentice is officially being run by the Hart-
ford Consortium for Higher Education, an associa-
tion of regional community colleges, universities
and other partners.

Key strategies of Jr. Apprentice include priming
11th-graders’ career planning before the senior year
crush of college testing and applications and helping
participants gain summer jobs between their junior
and senior years.

“Junior year is a time when they can use their ex-
perience to inform their last year in high school and
prepare them for postsecondary planning,”
Silverstein told MII.

Jr. Apprentice aims to address the lack of labor
market opportunities for teens to gain initial work
experiences and build interpersonal relationships
that can advance them on a career path.

The unemployment rate in Hartford has been
above 15 percent for most of 2013. Nationally, while
the 16- to 24-year-old youth employment picture for
the summer of 2013 showed some improvement (see

story, p. 12), a narrower measure of teen joblessness
was little changed over the year, reaching 23.7 per-
cent in the July peak of the summer employment sea-
son.

Bulkeley Principal Gayle Allen-Greene, in a wel-
come message for the project’s newsletter, wrote,
“that Jr. Apprentice pays our students for their work
experience is also extremely important as it offers a
much desired, but hard to come by, source of af-
ter-school employment. As important, this partner-
ship helps our students see the connection between
academic success and career choice, reinforcing
how today’s experiences will be critical to the em-
ployment opportunities available to them tomor-
row.”

Jr. Apprentice begins with an application process
this month. In its pilot year, up to 20 students will be
admitted — about 10 percent of the high school’s ju-
nior class.

Students will be asked to submit an application
package including a self-descriptive essay, a tran-
script and a letter of recommendation.

A 2.0 grade-point average is required at enroll-
ment, which must reach 2.5 to secure a job come
winter.

That requirement was designed to motivate stu-
dents to work on their studies leading up to the work
experience, according to Silverstein.

A selection committee will choose participants
based on their presentation of “the four I’s”: inde-
pendence, initiative, imagination and integrity.

“We want them to identify as being successful at
something that is important to them,” Silverstein
said.

Once the pilot cohort of students is selected they
will meet weekly for a career readiness class during
the high school’s advisory period. The class will
draw in part on Junior Achievement curriculum, and
Silverstein plans to bring in local employers for
classroom discussions.

During the fall, the curriculum will prepare stu-
dents to apply for jobs and enter the workplace.

January will be “Match Month,” when participat-
ing host employers will be matched to program par-
ticipants.

Plans call for students to pick several potential
employers and for participating employer-mentors
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to interview the students. Students and em-
ployer-mentors will be asked to rank their choices.
Project staff will then try to make a “mutually bene-
ficial match,” followed by two-week trial work expe-
riences.

The jobs will begin in February and last three
months, through the end of April.

Jr. Apprentice is asking employers to commit to
three to six hours of after-school work each week.
This may seem brief, but the program design ac-
counts for the fact that some employers’ business
hours do not extend far beyond the school day.

The program, which is operating on a spon-
sor-supported $83,000 budget for the year, will pay
participants $10 per hour. The jobs are expected to
last three months.

Connecticut’s minimum wage is $8.25. Jr. Ap-
prentice’s bar is set higher to compensate for the pos-
sibility of fewer work hours than students might find
in other entry-level jobs, according to Silverstein.

The career readiness classes will continue
throughout the year.

“We’ll be doing financial literacy during the sec-

ond semester, because they will be making money,”
Silverstein said.

As the school year winds down, the project will
use class time for reflecting on the work experiences
and planning for summer employment and
postsecondary preparatory activities.

Some students may find summer positions with
employers who are participating in Jr. Apprentice,
but the project will help participants look elsewhere,
Silverstein said, adding that Capital Workforce Part-
ners, Hartford’s local workforce agency, runs a
“very robust” summer youth employment program.

The Hartford Consortium for Higher Education
has long operated Career Beginnings, a college ac-
cess program that supports several area high
schools, providing counseling and other services,
such as college visits and testing and application fee
waivers, to juniors and seniors.

Martin Estey, the consortium’s executive director,
said in a statement that Jr. Apprentice will “build a
pipeline” for Career Beginnings.

—Ryan Hess
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