MiConnections Organizational Description

National Level

MiConnections is an affiliate of the High School / High Tech Program; funded through a grant from the US Department of Labor Office of Disability Employment Policy. The goal of this program is to improve outcomes for youth with disabilities through increased participation in research-based activities. It also seeks to connect youth with disabilities to careers that are in demand and require higher level training and technical skills. By affiliating MiConnections has entered into a national research and evaluation project on effective practices and “what works” in youth development.

State Level

MiConnections is a statewide initiative aligned with national goals. As seen in the statement of need, Michigan ranks 49th out of 52 states and territories for dropout rates of youth in special education. Over 40% are dropping out. MiConnections’ mission is to reduce the dropout rate of youth with disabilities, increase enrollment in college, and improve participation in employment-related activities. MiConnections provides a basic framework of effective practices; research-based activities that tend to improve outcomes, community collaboration, environmental scanning, strategic planning, and continuous improvement through evaluation. Then each community strategically develops its own approach, based on the strengths and needs of that community. A core value and effective practice is youth leadership, therefore MiConnections is youth initiated and youth directed, focusing on the assets and strengths of youth.
Local Level

Starting with the basic framework, Kent County is attempting to address core systemic problems that are barriers to successful youth outcomes. Through a collaborative strategic planning process, MiConnections of Kent County has identified its priorities as youth leadership, mentoring, and entrepreneurship. Our byline is “Don’t ask me what I want to be, until I’ve had a chance to explore the possibilities.” Our mantra is “Creating supportive networks for youth.” Lack of a support network, or safety net, is impacting outcomes, even for youth that graduate. Far too often, youth come back after graduation, having lost their job or facing other challenges and have no idea where to turn. In Kent County we are intentionally helping youth create support networks.
The Three Levels of Supportive Networks
County-wide Network: The MiConnections Network is a learning community of youth and adults that are working toward youth realizing their dreams and developing leadership. This network provides a means of sharing resources and effective practices.
MiConnections Clubs: The core of starting up MiConnections is local sites (school-based or community-based) bringing together groups of youth that are fired up to explore their future and willing to plan these activities. These clubs 

· Are youth initiated and youth directed

· Involve youth in extracurricular activities

· Of students that participate in at least one extracurricular activity, 70-75% graduate.

· Of students that participate in no extracurricular activities, 15% graduate

· Expand the network of support for youth through involvement, in a club atmosphere, with other youth and adults within and outside of the school.

· Expand the network for youth through community involvement, career exploration, and partnering agencies.

Individualized support networks for each youth: Through a student-focused strategic planning process that is offered to each MiConnections youth, supportive adults are intentionally brought into the transition process for each youth as they plan for their future. The planning process builds on the strengths and dreams of the young person, while creating a safety net for each youth.
