School as Workforce Preparation and “Resume”

I was at a conference focused on transition for youth with disabilities. This was one of the better conferences, where the youth we were talking about were actually in attendance. When asked what their biggest issues were, youth after youth said that the key concern was getting a job — they were very worried about going to an interview when they had never worked and, for many of them, they had some physical condition that could, possibly, raise questions in the minds of a less sensitive or less informed potential employer. Several of the adults responded, offering words of empathy and sympathy. I had a much different approach. I told the youth that, while I heard their; concern, they needed a different perspective. Sometimes it can be fun to tell youth they are wrong, then watch as they react.

When it comes to the first job interview and youth are asked about prior work experience, they often believe and say that they don't have any. This is absolutely false. Every youth who has been a student in school has real and very relevant work experience. They have had to show up, on time, every day, whether or not they would have preferred to take the day off. They have had to complete assignments, on deadline, according to specified content standards, whether or not they found the topic to be of great personal interest. They have had to plan multi-stage projects and identify needed resources. They have had to work in groups to achieve a common goal, sometimes as an equal, sometimes as a leader, and sometimes as a follower — and sometimes with persons that he or she would not have selected as partners. They have made presentations to others, needing to organize their thoughts and delivery information in a way that would interest the listeners, providing background information as needed. They have used technology.
I told the youth that any employer will be impressed with a youth who clearly understands that all of the above are key elements of the world of work, especially if the youth has the organizational and presentation skills (which comes with prior practice) to make these points. Knowledge and self-confidence add up to self-advocacy. (Now the youth who were hanging their heads were sitting up much taller.)
A next worry for employers is how well a potential employee might handle the work situation if any extra challenges arise (if the employer doesn’t raise this issue, the youth might). For youth with disabilities, they have racked up all of their accomplishments while persevering every day in the face of challenges and adversity (both their own disabilities and others' perceptions of disability). It’s the people without disabilities that the employer has to wonder about. (Now the youth were really sitting up tall.)

Early Resiliency and Youth Development Leads to Transition to Adulthood

Looking from the perspective of resiliency and youth development, it is important that, from the earliest age, youth have opportunities to actively participate in events and decision-making and to make meaningful contributions in many ways. Adults should communicate high expectations for each youth and, together with the youth, focus on the youth's expanding array of assets. Together, these lay the foundation for self-identification as a capable person who can meet challenges and is a contributor to society — which are keys for successful transition to adulthood and adult work environments.
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