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Which Youth Are Out-of-School Youth?

Out-of-school youth are one of the key populations served under the 
Workforce Investment (WIA) Act of 1998. It’s critical to note that the WIA 
definition of out-of-school youth is not intuitive. Out-of school youth include 
any eligible youth who:

• Is a school dropout or
• Has received a secondary school diploma or its equivalent but is basic skills 

deficient, unemployed, or underemployed.

A school dropout is an individual who is no longer attending any school and 
who has not received a secondary school diploma or its recognized equivalent. 
In Ohio, a youth is considered out-of-school if he or she was: 

• Categorized as habitually truant by the school anytime during the current 
semester or the semester preceding application to WIA or

• Expelled from school.

In Ohio, a youth is basic literacy skills deficient if he or she:

• Has a math, English reading, or writing level that is one or more grade levels 
below the grade level appropriate to his or her age or 

• Has English reading, writing, or computing skills at or below grade level 8.9 
on a generally accepted standard test or a comparable score on a criterion-
referenced test.

An unemployed individual has no job but wants work and is available for 
work. 

An underemployed 
worker is one whose 
education and skill level 
limits his or her earning 
capacity to an hourly wage 
below the self-sufficiency 
standard set by a local 
workforce investment 
board.

Characteristics of School Dropouts 
•  Truancy, attitude, discipline problems 
•  Lack of success in education 
•  Low self-esteem 
•  Learning disabilities and related conditions 
•  Cycle of poverty 
•  Increased criminal behavior 
•  Lack of positive role models 
•  Lack of parental involvement 
•  Low parental expectations 
•  Conflict between home and school culture 



2

Characteristics of Out-of-School Youth 

 It’s possible to list some characteristics of the “typical” school dropout, although most dropouts only 
have some of those characteristics. However, other out-of-school youth – those with a secondary 
diploma or equivalent but basic skills deficient, unemployed, or underemployed – cannot be 
conveniently summed up like that.

The Challenge for All Out-of-School Youth

On the other hand, it is possible to 
describe a common challenge that all 
four groups of out-of-school youth face, 
at least to some extent. Finding and 
keeping good jobs is more and more 
difficult for youth with:

• Limited educational 
credentials. A high school diploma 
is the minimum credential just to 
enter the workforce. High-skill, 
high-wage jobs and careers require 
occupational skills certificates and 
college degrees, including associate 
degrees. The lower the educational 
credential, the lower the wages and 
the higher the unemployment rates.

• Limited basic skills. Fewer and 
fewer jobs are open to individuals 
with low basic skills. The jobs open 
are low-skill, low-wage jobs, and 
advancement to high-skill, high-wage 
jobs is far more difficult.

• Limited occupational skills training. Finally, no one gets a high-skill, high-wage job without 
occupational skills – and usually a certificate to prove it. Dropouts don’t get that training and 
certificate; youth with low basic skills experience less success in training.

Solutions for Out-of-School Youth
Dropouts • Reenroll dropouts in high school; enroll them in a credit recovery 

program leading to a high school diploma; or enroll them in an adult 
education GED program.

Youth with 
a Secondary 
Diploma or 
Equivalent

• Help basic skills deficient youth improve their basic skills:
 o For college students, developmental or remedial education services 

are usually available in any college.
 o For youth not in college, adult education services are appropriate 

and universally available.
All Youth • Help all youth acquire educational credentials – at least a high school 

diploma, preferably a postsecondary degree.
• Help all youth acquire occupational skills training and a certificate for 

high-skill, high-wage jobs and careers.

Dropouts: A Few Statistics
•     Every 9 seconds in America, a student becomes a 

dropout.
• Of youth age 16-24, 4 million are high school dropouts.
• Of youth age 18-24, 3.8 million are neither employed 

nor in school.
• The unemployment rate for dropouts age 16-24 is 24%, 

compared to 15% for high school graduates with no 
college.

• Between 1979 and 1992, 80% of those without a high 
school diploma were unemployed for at least a full year.

• Dropouts earn 27 percent less than those who graduate 
from high school.

• Of young men age 18-24 without a high school diploma, 
16% are incarcerated or on parole.

• The U.S. death rate for those with fewer than 12 years 
of education is 2.5 times higher than for those with 13 
or more years of education.

• Dropouts cost the nation more than $260 billion in lost 
wages, taxes, and productivity over their lifetimes.
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Local Youth Program Issues

• In practice, out-of-school youth include all youth except youth who:
o    Are attending any school and have not received a secondary school diploma or its recognized 

equivalent or
o    Are attending postsecondary school and y are not deficient in basic skills or
o    Are working and are neither basic skills deficient nor underemployed.

• WIA out-of-school status is determined at the date of participation and does not change.
• Thirty percent of WIA youth money must be spent on out-of-school youth. Funds spent on out-

of-school youth during follow-up may be counted toward that 30%.
• Local areas should not spend all their out-of school youth money on college students, who can 

receive remedial and developmental education services at their college. Rather, out-of-school 
youth money should be spent on youth who are not served by other programs.

Sources

Aron, L. A., & Zweig, J.M. (2003, November). Educational alternatives for vulnerable youth: Student needs, 
program types, and research directions. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. Retrieved July 19, 2006, 
from  
http://www.iaae.net/Articles/UrbanEdFinalAlted.pdf

City of Los Angeles Workforce Investment Board. (n.d.). Definition of unemployment for out-of-school 
youth. Los Angeles, CA: Author. Retrieved July 12, 2006, from http://www.ci.la.ca.us/wib/annualY6/
Y6_AP_Underemployment.pdf

Columbia Greene Workforce New York. (n.d.). Columbia-Green promising practice process steps: Youth 
employment support (YES). Hudson, NY: Author. Retrieved July 11, 2006, from  
http://www.labor.state.ny.us/workforcenypartners/promisingpractices2/cgdesc2process.htm

Essay: Moving youth from risk to opportunity. (2004). In Kids count 2004 data book online. Baltimore, 
MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation. Retrieved July 11, 2006, from http://www.aecf.org/kidscount/
databook/essay/essay6.htm

ExpectMore.gov. (2006, January 30). Workforce Investment Act – Youth activities assessment. Washington, 
DC: U.S. Office of Management and Budget. Retrieved July 11, 2006, from http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/expectmore/detail.10000342.2005.html

Grossman, C.R.S. (2005). Recruiting and retaining out-of-school youth. Columbus, OH: LearningWork 
Connection. Retrieved July 12, 2006, from http://learningworkconnection.org/docs/infobrief10-
RecruitingRetainingOSY.pdf

Helping job seekers who have limited basic skills. (2004, September). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University, John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development; Edward J. Bloustein School of 
Planning and Public Policy. Retrieved July 19, 2006, from  
http://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu/Resources/Publication/132/Job%20Seekers%2010.20.pdf

Illinois Workforce Investment Area 8, Northern Cook County. (2005, September 30). Workforce 
Investment Act: Youth Services Plan. Northern Cook County, IL: Workforce Board. Retrieved July 19, 
2006, from  
http://www.workforceboard.org/upload/Workforce%20Board%20WIA%20Youth%20Services%20P
lan%20FINAL.pdf

International Labour Office. (1977, July 6). Commission recommendation of 6 July 1977 to the member 
states on vocational preparation of young people who are unemployed or threatened by unemployment 
(77/467/EEC). Geneva, Switzerland: Author. Retrieved July 19, 2006, from http://www.logos-net.net/
ilo/195_base/en/instr/eu_16.htm



Inspiring great youth workLEARNINGWORK CONNECTION
LearningWork Connection is an initiative of the 

Center for Learning Excellence at The Ohio State University. 

614/292-8665    e-mail: learningwork@osu.edu
www.learningworkconnection.org4

Lerman, R.I., & Skidmore, F. (1999, August). Helping low-wage workers: Policies for the future. Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Labor. Retrieved July 19, 2006, from http://dol.gov/oasam/programs/
history/herman/reports/futurework/conference/low-wage.htm

Levin-Epstein, J., & Greenberg, M.H. (Eds.). (2003, July). Leave no youth behind: Opportunities for Congress 
to reach disconnected youth. Washington, DC: Center for Law and Social Policy. Retrieved July 19, 
2006, from  
http://www.clasp.org/publications/Disconnected_Youth.pdf

Martin, N. and Halperin, S. (n.d.). Whatever it takes: How twelve communities are reconnecting out-of-school 
youth. Washington, DC: American Youth Policy Forum. Retrieved July 12, 2006, from http://www.
aypf.org/publications/WhateverItTakes/WITfull.pdf

Ohio Department of Job & Family Services. (2006, January 11). Waiver on individual training account 
(ITA) for youth participants, ages 16-21. Workforce Investment Act (WIA) transmittal letter, no. 1. 
Columbus, OH: Author. Retrieved July 6, 2006, from  
http://www.odjfs.state.oh.us/lpc/MTL/WIATL19.pdf

Pennsylvania ABLE Administrators. (2003). The role of adult education in the WIA youth program. 
Harrisburg, PA: Pennsylvania Department of Education. Retrieved July 12, 2006, from http://www.
pde.state.pa.us/able/lib/able/fieldnotes03/fn03youth.pdf

Robertson, M.J., & Toro, P.A. (n.d.). Homeless youth: Research, intervention, and policy. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and 
Evaluation. Retrieved July 19, 2006, from  
http://aspe.hhs.gov/homeless/symposium/3-Youth.htm

Testimony on funding for youth employment/development House Appropriations Committee.  (2004, April 29). 
Washington, DC: National Youth Employment Coalition. Retrieved July 11, 2006, from http://www.
nyec.org/Testimony04_29_04.html

Tomlinson, L.M. (1989). Postsecondary developmental programs: A traditional agenda with new imperatives. 
ERIC digest. Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education. Retrieved July 19, 2006, 
from http://www.ericdigests.org/pre-9214/new.htm

U.S. House of Representatives. (2003, March 4). Witnesses emphasize need for literacy education, improved 
results in preparing workers for the 21st century. Washington, DC: Committee on Education and the 
Workforce. Retrieved July 19, 2006, from  
http://www.house.gov/ed_workforce/press/press108/03mar/adulted030403.htm

Workforce 411. (n.d.). Workforce development glossary. Columbus, OH: Author. Retrieved July 19, 2006, 
from  
http://www.ohioworkforce.org/workforceprof/Glossary.stm#D

Workforce Investment Act of 1998, Pub. L. No. 105-220. (1998, August 7). Retrieved July 12, 2006, from  
http://www.doleta.gov/usworkforce/wia/wialaw.pdf

Youth shut out by labor market. (n.d.). Washington, DC: Center for Law and Social Policy. Retrieved July 
11, 2006, from  
http://www.clasp.org/CampaignForYouth/PolicyBrief/YouthShutOutByLaborMarket.htm


