The Door – A Center of Alternatives, Inc.

Grant Application to the Clear Fund – Round One

August 2007

Overview of Programs

The Door – A Center of Alternatives, Inc. was founded in 1972 as a multi-service youth development agency providing a full range of integrated services at a single site, free of charge to any adolescent between the ages of 12 and 21. The Door’s mission is to empower economically and educationally disadvantaged young people to reach their potential by providing comprehensive youth services in a caring, supportive environment. In 2006, nearly 9,000 young people from all five boroughs of New York City came to The Door for services. 

The Career Development Department offers a range of specialized programs tailored to the needs of specific youth populations. Career Pathways, selected as The Door’s featured program, provides 12 weeks of intensive career training, integrated educational support, job and education placements, and two years of follow-up support to out-of-school, unemployed young people. Passport 2 Success provides similar training on a flexible schedule to youth aging out of foster care. The Youth Signature Program provides young people with job training, educational support, and leadership training to prepare them for stipended Gap internships. In addition, The Door provides general career services, including resume, job search, and application support; interview preparation; and extensive job training and placement opportunities on a drop-in basis. All career services are highly integrated with The Door’s educational offerings. 

The Education Department provides tutoring; SAT preparation; Regents preparation; English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes; specialized support for young people at low literacy levels; pre-GED and instruction, including Door and DOE classes; and college preparation. The Door has significantly expanded its services for young people reading below the ninth-grade level through its Emerging Learners program, which provides intensive academic support integrated with counseling and leadership development. The Department also offers an array of creative arts activities, including music, theater, dance, and fine arts instruction. 

The Door’s Adolescent Health Center (AHC) provides comprehensive, confidential primary health care services; family planning and perinatal services; parenting, sexual health and health education both on-site and at schools and other agencies; and a medical supply room and laboratory. In addition, the AHC’s Counseling Center provides individual, group and family counseling, creative arts therapies, case management, and crisis and life stabilization services, including specialized services related to homelessness, substance abuse, and HIV infection. 

The Legal Services Center provides legal advice, representation and advocacy to Door members on a range of civil legal matters. The Door’s Legal Services staff have developed a reputation for excellence in the areas of highest need, which include foster care, immigration, domestic violence, and benefits. 

The Food and Nutrition Program provides nutritionally balanced meals and nutritious snacks Monday through Saturday, and distributes emergency food packages to youth in crisis. A registered nutritionist provides nutrition counseling and conducts cooking demonstrations.

Population Served by Career Pathways

The majority of Door members come from low-income families and communities with high unemployment rates, failing schools, substandard housing, and high rates of crime and violence. Nearly a quarter of all members have experienced homelessness or have been placed in foster care; 22% have been involved with the justice system; and many have children of their own. Door members come from all five boroughs and represent a uniquely diverse segment of New York City’s young people: nearly a quarter are foreign-born, and one in seven identifies as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or questioning (LGBTQ). Over half of all Door members are over 18, and the agency has developed special expertise in serving hard-to-reach older, out-of-school young people. The Door offers a unique haven for immigrant young people, and is one of the only providers of legal services in NYC specializing in the forms of immigration relief available to young people.

Over the last several years, The Door has become a leader in serving one of the hardest-to-reach youth populations: older, out-of-school young people, many of whom are aging out of foster care and have little work experience and low educational attainment. These young people, who number as many as 200,000 in New York City alone, are much more likely than their peers to face long-term unemployment, low-wage jobs, and possible incarceration over their lifetimes. In 2003, the agency developed Career Pathways, a rigorous two-year education and career development targeted at the specific needs of this population. This program has proven uniquely effective in both the educational and career needs of at-risk young people, and has established The Door as the foremost provider of services to this population in New York. 

Young people entering Career Pathways represent a highly at-risk group: nearly 100% have dropped out of school, 20% are pregnant or parenting, 18% are in or aging out of the foster care system, and 14% are homeless or have a history of homelessness. Many of these young people face significant barriers to learning, including learning difficulties, language barriers, or long-term disconnection from school and educational services. Approximately 70% of participants enter Career Pathways below their grade level in reading and/or mathematics; the majority of these young people enter tutoring, pre-GED, and/or GED support at The Door, and a smaller number are referred outside the agency for testing for learning disabilities. Approximately 5% of Career Pathways participants are non-native English speakers enrolled in ESOL classes at The Door. 

Program Activities

Career Pathways was designed in 2003 to make a lasting impact on the educational and career goals of the growing number of older out-of-school youth already present at The Door, and in doing so, provide a strong model to other agencies serving these young people in and around New York City. Today, Career Pathways is The Door’s leading integrated education and career services program, with proven outcomes and a continually enhanced program design. Indeed, Career Pathways is now at the center of a major reorganization of The Door’s career and educational services to out-of-school youth, which will be integrated into a streamlined model with individualized activities and outcomes in the coming months. When this integration is completed, every out-of-school young person entering The Door for career support will receive comprehensive academic and career assessments, develop a long-term plan with individualized outcomes and milestones, and pursue a tailored menu of educational and career programming with the close support of career and education staff.

Career Pathways uses a cohort model, organizing young people into groups of approximately 30 participants led by a dedicated Team Leader. Currently, the capacity of the program accomodates all young people who are eligible and prepared to enter; young people who are unable to make the time commitment or would benefit from the specialized services of otThe program begins with an intensive 12-week training phase, during which participants spend 35 hours per week with their cohort. This training phase consists of an intensive developmental sequence that includes education services and support; work readiness and employment skill training; an introduction to sector-specific training options; case management; comprehensive health and social services; life skills training, including leadership development; and college awareness and preparation services. These skills are taught using a variety of formats, including workshops, classes, discussion groups, individual tutoring, and experiential learning opportunities. Participants receive a stipend for consistent attendance during this phase. To accommodate the academic needs of participants reading below the ninth-grade level required to enter GED instruction, The Door has recently enhanced its “Emerging Learners” services, which provide intensive literacy instruction and integrated counseling and leadership development supports. 

After graduating from the training phase, participants continue their GED studies and explore employment and post-secondary education opportunities with the assistance of a Career Development Specialist and the in-house placement teams of partnering employers and job trainers. Currently, The Door offers job placement, internships, and training through partnerships with Binding Together, Inc., Ben & Jerry’s, the Consortium for Worker Education (CWE), the Careers through Culinary Arts Program (C-CAP), City Year, NPower NY, the New Victory Theater, WNYC “Radio Rookies,” Fader Magazine, Jack Morton, Bodanna, Brooklyn Woods, Arbor Career Center, Year Up, Gap Inc., and Bloomberg LLP. Program staff continue to collect and monitor data during this phase. 

Career Pathways participants receive comprehensive support as they enter the workforce and/or post-secondary education, many for the first time. This support continues for as long as two years after graduation from training, during which time Retention Specialists maintain contact with participants and work with them and their employers to address issues or barriers to employment as they arise.

Budget breakdown removed by GiveWell due to confidentiality request.  We are permitted to disclose that total expenses for 7/05-6/06 were $612,400 for the Career Pathways program.

Career Pathways Evaluation

The collection and analysis of data has been a major emphasis of Career Pathways over the past two years. The Door is now in the final stages of implementing a Pathways database system with the capacity to track individual as well as cohort outcomes in unprecedented depth. The development of this database was led by The Door’s Director of Program Evaluation and Quality Assurance, who started at the agency in late 2006, working in collaboration with the Director of Information Technology.

The dedicated Career Pathways database has the ability to track individual markers such as GED attainment, wages, training completion, job retention, benefits status, and other key data elements indicating both short-term and long-term effectiveness. The creation of this database stems from The Door’s recognition that young people enter Career Pathways at widely varying educational and literacy levels, and that outcomes tailored to each individual best reflect participants’ progress and needs. As detailed above, this understanding informs The Door’s reorganization of career programming to better accommodate individualized goals and outcomes.

The Door currently tracks demographic and outcomes data for Career Pathways participants using a system that will be replaced by this database. Staff track participants’ completion of training; progress toward GED attainment; and entrance into job training, employment, internships, and post-secondary employment. Placement outcomes are unduplicated and measure only young people entering post-secondary education or securing full- or part-time employment. The major realization about the Pathways population—that young people are entering at lower levels of educational ability than anticipated, and that they face complex barriers almost unimaginable at the founding of the program, including homelessness, substance abuse problems, teen pregnancies, and criminal records—is the impetus for creating a database system that will capture with greater depth the individual achievements of participants.

Since the beginning of Career Pathways, a total of 455 out-of-school young people have graduated from twelve cohorts of the program. Eighty-two percent of all eligible participants (those who don’t face substantial barriers to employment, such as homelessness, mental illness, pregnancy, or immigration issues) have moved into academic and/or career placements, including post-secondary education, full- or part-time employment, and vocational training. To date, 130 Career Pathways graduates have obtained their GED; another 121 graduates are continuing to progress toward GED attainment. The attached spreadsheet summarizes the outcomes of all Career Pathways cohorts to date.

Confidentiality

The Door requests that the Career Pathways program budget included here remain confidential, although the budget size may be published. The Door also requests that the attached Career Pathways outcomes chart remain confidential. 
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