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WHO ARE OPPORTUNITY YOUTH?
Today, 4.6 million young people between ages 16 and 24 are disconnected from school and not
working. Often referred to as “opportunity youth,” these young adults face significant barriers in
the labor market, especially as automation and technological advances reshape the economy. Many
factors influence why young adults become disconnected, including family challenges, unstable
housing, and schools that lack resources and talent, especially in the low-income communities
where most opportunity youth reside. These young people often struggle to find access to quality
alternative education and career training options.
KEY FACTORS
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Key Facts
•

Disconnected females are nearly 4x more likely
to be young mothers than connected females.

•

Disconnected youth are more likely to live in
poverty than their peers (35.3% compared to
18.9%).

•

Disconnected youth are twice as likely to have
no education beyond a high school diploma
than connected youth (50% vs 26.8%).

IMPORTANCE OF HIGHER EDUCATION PATHWAYS
TO SUPPORT OPPORTUNITY YOUTH
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WHAT IS WORKING
FOR ENGAGING OPPORTUNITY YOUTH IN HIGHER EDUCATION
JFF research shows that proven approaches can support our nation’s diverse and struggling
opportunity youth population to succeed in college. These approaches include:
•

Connecting opportunity youth with a

•

Providing opportunity youth access to

coach or dedicated academic advisor to

community-based programs designed

help prepare young adults for college and

to help students become familiar with the

navigate college when they arrive.

college campus, develop positive academic
habits, and develop general skills required
to succeed in college.4

BACK
ON TRACK
H O W J F F I S H E L P I N G O P P O R T U N I T Y YO U T H
JFF’s two models--Back on Track: Postsecondary Success and Back on Track:
CareerNext--guide the design of pathways to credentials for opportunity youth.
The models can be used for designing or enhancing multiple pathways toward a
postsecondary credential.
An external evaluation of a national postsecondary success initiative that used the
Back on Track: Postsecondary Success model found promising results, including
that the majority of young adult participants entered postsecondary education,
enrolled full time, and completed a first year.
JFF’s Back on Track: Postsecondary Success model uses a three-phase approach
for reengaging young adults who are off track:

Enriched Preparation
integrates high-quality collegeand career-ready instruction
with strong academic and
social supports.

Postsecondary Bridging
builds college- and careerready skills and provides
informed transition counseling.

First-Year Supports
offer appropriate help
in the first year to ensure
postsecondary persistence
and success.

TRANSFORMING HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY
TO SERVE OPPORTUNITY YOUTH
Improving Data: Opportunity youth
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Support Services: Policy should ensure
alignment of financial aid with programs
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Flexible Financial Aid:

Work-Based Learning: Work-based
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completed high school. These students

than those who have the most to gain from

need flexible financial aid policies that
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access to high-quality, relevant work-based
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tuition and books.
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