Don’t ask me what I want to become
Until I’ve had a chance to explore the possibilities . . .
. . . How???
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MI Connections: Getting Started

How Do We Start MI Connections at Your School?
1. Get together a core group of 5 students (or more) that are:

· fired up to explore possibilities: learning more about future careers and their own potential.

· Willing to become leaders by:

· planning activities.

· getting other students involved.

2. Schedule 3 activities or events that are aligned with your students’ interests and needs.

3. Have fun!!! 

Start with a pizza lunch on us!

The first activity can the MI Connections 

Mentoring Brown Bag Lunch
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Welcome to MI Connections
Thank you for your interest in being involved in this exciting project. This will be a way for us to generate activities for youth that research says can impact the outcomes of youth. Often, students drop out because they feel left out. If a student feels disconnected or disenfranchised from their education, the chance of dropping out increases greatly. 

MI Connections is creating supportive networks for youth; giving them a chance to explore possibilities based on their interests and preferences.
In this guide you will find what you will need to start a MI Connections Club in your school; what to do, how to do it, and the forms needed to be an offical site.

Overview of this guide:

1. Involve Students. MI Connections must be youth-led. Involve youth in every step of the process. Involve youth in involving more youth!
2. MI Connections Sites will create activities with youth; based on their interests and preferences. At least three activities should be planned this school year. 
a. The first one can be the Mentoring Brown Bag Lunch. We’ll even provide a $20 Pizza Hut Card for your lunch. Just ask Ron Irvine for the Mentoring Brown Bag Lunch packet and the MI Connections Mentoring Resource Guide.
b. KISD Challenge (Ropes) Course can be used to teach youth leadership very effectively. This is a great way to start out. Steve Norman (365-2379) has developed this training. Contact him to discuss this option and schedule him for the course.
c. Another unique opportunity is to have the mobile lab from the Community Media Center come and teach your students to make a movie. The students would have to come up with the ideas and the script. They will train them to use the cameras and editing equipment. (call the Community Media Center at 459-4788)
3. A county-wide schedule of activities will be available for youth to choose; based on the expressed interests and preferences of MI Connections youth. These activities will be coordinated by Ron Irvine. They will be activities that can then be used by local school sites for further exploration and projects. Let me know if there are interest areas you would like me to explore.

4. Resources are available to MI Connections sites. See the “Resources” section.

5. Report. As part of the federal grant requirements, I am required to collect and report data on each student. This will also be used for improving the program and creating more resources. Here is an explaination of the forms.

a. MI Connections Contact and Permission Form. This is a form that officially enrolls students in MI Connections with permission to participate and media/ information release. 
b. MI Connections Information Sheet (student data). This is the demographic data that must be reported back to the feds. There are about 10 questions to answer.

c. MI Connections: Student Activities Reporting Form. This is a way to track and report monthly information on each student about the types of activities they were involved in; whether as part of MI Connections or their local school. This is important to continue collecting for two years. 

d. Activities Provided by Industry (Employer Information). This is an ongoing list of employers and other organizations that have been involved in providing MI Connections activities.

6. MI Connections Design Features Chart (Research-based Activities that Improve Outcomes for Youth). This is the framework for MI Connections activities. Keep in mind that these can be very broadly defined, as long as they are based on the interests and preferences of youth.
Listen to the Data
Did you know?

According to the Children’s Defense Fund (2002), one high school student drops out every nine seconds.

40% of Michigan’s youth with disabilities gradutate with a diploma. (Compare to 77% in regular education. )

54% of Michigan’s Youth with Disabilities dropout. 
 Michigan ranks second to last in the nation.

School dropouts report unemployment rates as much as 40% higher than youth that have completed school. 

Arrest rates are alarming for youth with disabilities that drop out of school—73% for students with emotional/behavioral disabilities and 62% for students with learning disabilities. 

More than 80% of individuals incarcerated are high school dropouts.

Of students that participate in at least one extracurricular activity, 70-75% graduate. But Of students that participate in no extracurricular activities, 15% graduate.

MI Connections is improving these outcomes by involving youth in creating supportive networks: groups or “clubs”. In these clubs, youth create activies that explore possibilities; learning about careers and their own potential.  
What is a MI Connections Site?

1. A group of at least 5 youth with disabilities surrounded by supportive adults that act as resources to the youth “club”.

2. Youth are fired up to explore possiblities for their future.
3. Youth are interested in exploring technology and technical skills in careers. (Secret: that’s where the money and the jobs are!!!)
4. Youth are willing to bring in new friends and involve other youth.

5. All activities are youth initiated and youth directed. This means that youth must be involved in creating, planning, and implementing activities that are based on their interests and preferences.

6. MI Connections activities are research-based and have shown evidence that they make a difference in the outcomes of youth. All activities fall within the framework of the “Four Design Features” of MI Connections. (See MI Connections Chart: research-based activities that improve outcomes for youth)
7. All sites are centrally coordinated meaning that:

a. Resources will be available county-wide.
b. The list of employers and activities that you report will be available for MI Connections sites.
c. Networking between sites will be facilitated.

d. Reporting data to the coordinator will give us feedback for continuous improvement and learning “what works”. This data will also let us know how we are doing nationally with other High School / High Tech sites. National resources will also be available to our sites.

Involve Students

Mi Connections is a youth initiated and youth directed initiative. As we tap the leadership abilities latent in all students, we find a source of untapped energy and potential. We, as adults, must learn to become “resources” to youth that are willing to step forward, become engaged in education, and direct their future. Rather than focusing on limitations or barriers, lets focus on possibilities.
Youth should take the lead in deciding how to involve other youth. Below is a basic activity planning chart that may be useful in involving students in planning and in doing the work for MI Connections.
How can we accomplish this?

	Objective: Involving other youth

	Action Steps
	Persons responsible
	By when

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Create Events with Youth (local)

Creating activities with youth is the heart of MI Connections. If you need funding for these activities, please be sure to send a proposal to Ron Irvine for startup money or use money from the Transition Grant from your region.
How often do you plan to offer activities this school year? 
Three per year? More?
What activites do you plan to offer this year as a MI Connections site? Remember to involve youth in creating, planning, and implementing these activities. For activity ideas, see the MI Connections Chart at the back of this Guide. But make sure activities are based on the interests and preferences of youth. The chart below may be useful in making sure youth are doing the work and taking a leadership role.
	Goal:

	Objective (activity):

	Action Steps
	Persons responsible
	By when

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Activities for Getting Started

Following are suggestions for activities that incorporate leadership and teamwork.

1. The first activity can be the Mentoring Brown Bag Lunch. We’ll even provide a $20 Pizza Hut Card for your lunch. Just ask Ron Irvine for the Mentoring Brown Bag Lunch packet and the MI Connections Mentoring Resource Guide.

2. KISD Challenge (Ropes) Course can be used to teach youth leadership very effectively. This is a great way to start out. Steve Norman (365-2379) has developed this training. Contact him to discuss this option and schedule him as the course facilitator.

3. If your students have an interest in starting and running a business (entrepreneurship), this is a great way to teach leadership, planning, responsibility, and teamwork. Money can be used from the MI Connections Minigrant and there is also funding from the transition grant. We have a Small Business Counselor from SCORE for Advice and Kent County also has a Business Information Center and a Small Business Development Center. Entrepreneurship is not only a viable employment outcome, but can be a great way to teach many things through project-based learning. Call Ron Irvine for more information.

4. Another unique opportunity is to have the mobile lab from the Community Media Center come and teach your students to make a movie. The students would have to come up with the ideas and the script. Mobile Lab Staff will train them to use the cameras and editing equipment. Foundations and grants have covered 90% of the cost of this resource. The rest of the cost would be a co-pay from the school. This can be covered by the minigrant. (call the Community Media Center at 459-4788)

Create Events with Youth (countywide)

The following will be ccordinated by the Kent County Coordinator of MI Connections.

· Throughout the school year and summer, activities will be scheduled based on the interests expressed by youth during the summer event and throughout the year. I’ll be looking for feedback from youth at local sites, also. This will include career development events for youth that are offered by the schools and the community. This schedule of activities will be emailed periodically to our school contacts and parents. It will eventually be available on our future website.
· Starting in January or February 2005, MI Connections will offer training in thinking strategies. These hands-on “learning to learn” and “learning to think” strategies have the potential to make a real difference for students in the basic thinking skills necessary for school, work, community citizenship, employment, and planning for their future. 
· MI Connections Network meetings. These meetings will give local sites a way to learn from each other and get training.
· Yearly, we plan to offer a youth leadership development event with follow up activities throughout the year related to youth leadership.
· Yearly, we’ll plan activities that increase the opportunities for mentoring for youth in our community.

· Yearly, we offer a student transition conference (JAM) at the Applied Technology Center of GRCC.
Resources

MI Connections is a statewide initiative that we are starting here in Kent County. The statewide initiative is a part of the national initiative called High School / High Tech. The research that has been referred to throughout this guide is a national resource to MI Connections. 
Resources that will be available to Kent County MI Connections sites:

1. The State of Michigan is providing technical assistance and startup money to help us get started. They will also provide networking opportunities for sites across the state.
2. Startup funding for youth-led activities will be available from a MI Connections minigrant from the state. In order to apply for these funds, each site must write a proposal of activities being planned and a projected dollar amount needed for the activities. That amount for your site will then be available as a reimbursement or to pay for an invoiced item (such as transportation or sub-pay).
3. On-going funding is available from:

a. Transition Grant: each region receives state money for transition-related activities from Chuck Saur each year. That money is approved to be used for MI Connections activities.

b. Other funding through grants and corporate giving will be sought and made available for sites.
c. Funding sources will be made into a database that will be available for all MI Connections sites.

4. MI Connections Local Steering Council and the Coordinator will provide the following resources:

a. Assistance in getting started.

b. Assistance in planning and maintaining activities.

c. Resources on brainstorming, group process, and group communication models. 

d. A centrally coordinated schedule of events/activities that youth can choose to participate in throughout the year.

e. Website to communicate with local sites across the county. Resources will be made available on this website. It will also be a place that the voice of our youth can be heard.

f. Newsletter or other similar type of communication. Youth are invited to help with this.
g. Connections to community resources to enhance activities. 
h. Database of activities that other MI Connections sites have done.

i. Database of organizations and businesses that are involved with MI Connections activities.
j. Networking and communication between sites in the county will be facilitated and strongly encouraged.
k. Training on effective practices for adults and youth.
l. MI Connections Listserv will provide a way for local sites to interact and learn from each other on an ongoing basis.

Tools for Improving Outcomes
For ideas and research on activities that improve outcomes for youth with disabilities, see:

· See the chart in this guide: MI Connections (Research-based Activities that Improve Outcomes for Youth)

· This chart was developed from the on-line High School / High Tech Program Manual located at: http://www.highschoolhightech.net or http://www.ncwd-youth.info/HSHT/index.html 
· This chart is a way to self-assess and see what sort of activities are missing in the development of our youth. Each student should receive each of these activities throughout their education.
· If you would like to know more about the research behind these activities or more info about them, please go to the above website.

Student-Centered Planning Process

· This planning process, called SWAT in some parts of the county, has been effectively used in several regions of the county.

· Training materials are presently being developed.

· The goal is that each MI Connections students has the opportunity to use this planning process as a resource for better planning for their future.

· Stay tuned.

Thinking Skills Class

· In order for students to effectively develop personal leadership skills, there are basic cognitive skills needed for planning and problem solving.

· Every year, Kent County has offered training in Instrumental Enrichment, a mediated learning approach to teaching thinking skills and learning to learning. Watch for these trainings and get involved

· Thinking Skills Class will be offered on Saturday mornings for students that are interested. This class will also be open for staff in the county to see Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment in action.
· Stay tuned for more details.

Reporting
The purpose of the MI Connections project is to build community capacity to improve the outcomes of youth with disabilities. We must track and report on students and activities that are related to MI Connections for at least two years. This research-based, evidence-based evaluation and improvement process will give us data to help us know “what works”.
1. As new students become involved, please fill out the following forms enclosed in this packet:

· MI Connections Information Sheet

· MI Connections Contact and Permission Form

· Copies of these forms must be sent to Ron Irvine for grant-related reporting and tracking purposes

2. As your MI Connections Site offers activities for students, there are two forms (in back of this guide) that must be filled out and sent to Ron Irvine for grant-related reporting and tracking purposes:

a. Description of MI Connections Activities and the organizations involved (once each semester)

b. Checklist of Activities that MI Connections Students have been involved in (activities include those offered by the school or any other resource). To be emailed or faxed to Ron Irvine once each month.
MI Connections Contact and Permission Form

MI Connections Information Sheet (student data)

MI Connections: Student Activities Reporting Form
MI Connections:

Activities Provided by Industry (Employer Information)

MI Connections Design Features Chart

(Research-based Activities that Improve Outcomes for Youth)
This chart has numbers and lettering that can be used in the previous forms.

How Do You View Youth Involvement?

Building a partnership with young people requires an understanding of personal views of young people and a willingness to change those perceptions if necessary. Adults may view young people as objects, recipients, or partners (Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development, 1996). The Ladder of Youth Involvement, pictured below, illustrates the different relationships adults can choose to engage in with youth. Each rung of the ladder fits into one of the above-mentioned views. As one moves closer towards the top, maximum youth involvement is approached, and a youth-adult partnership becomes a reality.

Ladder of Youth Involvement
9.  Youth initiated and directed

8.  Youth initiated, shared decisions with adults

7.  Youth and adult initiated and directed

6.  Adult initiated, shared decisions with youth

5.  Consulted and informed

4.  Assigned and informed

3.  Tokenism

2.  Decoration

1.  Manipulation 

Understanding how adults view young people will help them to avoid tokenizing young people. Young people can be involved in many ways within Systems of Care, but how they are involved and the level of authentic partnership makes the difference. Involvement can range from manipulation as the lowest level of participation to youth initiated and directed involvement, the highest level of participation. Youth initiated and directed involvement is the level at which youth coordinators and youth should set their goals. At this level, youth are making decisions, setting goals, and developing action strategies with the youth coordinator who is serving as the coach to encourage and empower them, not to lead them.
	View of Youth Involvement
	Outcome
	Steps of the Ladder

	Youth as Partners
	Adults view youth as important contributors, and young people are encouraged to become involved in all aspects of the organization, group, or project. Youth and adults share power and are equal partners in decision-making where both bring strengths, abilities, and expertise to the table.
	9.  Youth initiated and directed
8.  Youth initiated, shared decisions with adults
7.  Youth and adult initiated and directed



	Youth as Recipients
	Adults view youth participation as an experience that will be good for them. It will create an opportunity for young people to learn from the adult experts, which will help them when they can become adult contributors
	6.  Adult initiated, shared decisions with youth
5.  Consulted and informed
4.  Assigned and informed


	Youth as Objects
	Adults know what is best for young people and allow youth to be involved in situations in which the adult controls. Young people’s contributions are insignificant and under utilized. Young people maintain a powerless position.
	3.  Tokenism

2.  Decoration

1.  Manipulation 




In System of Care work, each community may vary in developing their youth involvement movement. The primary goal is to move beyond stages 1-5. Shifting youth involvement to stages 6-9 can be challenging, but is necessary in achieving authentic youth involvement. As youth involvement is maximized, adult’s roles in working with youth are also evolving from being mentors to becoming partners and coaches. It is essential for adults to eliminate opportunities for traditional youth-adult relationships that are based on power imbalances. Both young people and adults need to release assumptions about each other before this partnership can fully occur. Youth and adults should have a mutual understanding of what the partnership will entail and clarification of roles and shared responsibility (Drake, Ling, Fitch & Hughes 2000). Adults, allies, and youth coordinators must be passionate supports to young people. It takes dedication and drive to support a youth-led movement and to help instill or revive that passion in each other and in the community. 


Source: National Youth Leadership Network

MI Connections: Contact Information

MI Connections is a statewide project that is funded through High School / High Tech grant. Nationally, High School / High Tech has been operating for about 20 years. Its grant is funded through the US Department of Labor, Office of Disability Employment Policy. It is a project that promotes research-based practices to improve outcomes for youth with disabilities through community collaboration and systems change.

For more information on the national program, go to: www.highschoolhightech.net/  

For more information on Michigan’s MI Connections project, go to: www.miconnections.org. (this website should be up and running in December)

Contact information for the MI Connections Statewide Coordinator: 

· Marcie Alling

· 517.335.0390 

· AllingM@michigan.gov
Contact information for the MI Connections Statewide Consultants:

· Lynn Boza (Michigan Rehabilitation Services)

· 517-241-3957 

· bozal@michigan.gov 

· Shannon Berkin (Michigan Commission for the Blind)

· 269-337-3449

· berkins@michigan.gov
For more information on the Kent County MI Connections project, please contact:

Ron Irvine

MI Connections Coordinator of Kent County

616.301.6198

ronaldirvine@kentisd.org 
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� Children’s Defense Fund (2002),


� Transition Outcomes Project. Michigan Department of Education


� Transition Outcomes Project. Michigan Department of Education


� Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1995


� Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1995


� Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1995


� Presentated at the Transition Summer Institute 2003 (hosted by the Michigan Transition Services Project) by Larry J. Kortering of Appalachian State University.
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