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	A few years ago, most people might have said Junior Drew was a kid with a bad attitude and little direction in life.

By his own admission, the then-freshman at Santa Ynez Valley Union High School had no goals, was failing his classes and was "considering giving up."

Luckily, he happened to be in his English class one day when he heard a presentation about a program called Youth Down 2 Business, run by People Helping People of the Santa Ynez Valley.

Now 18, he's on track to graduate, has some job experience on his resume and hopes to attend college and become a psychologist.

"For the first time, I have set goals for a better future," the young man said Tuesday at a luncheon in Buellton.

What changed his life, he said, was signing up for the structured work program that taught him interview skills, bought him work clothes, took him on college tours and taught him about finances -- and also found him a job working as a dishwasher at the Santa Ynez Inn.

Junior shared his story with an audience full of business professionals, politicians, nonprofit employers and marketing professionals being wooed to sign up as mentors, job shadows, internship providers and potential employers.

The program is fully funded by a $163,000 federal Social Services grant and comes at no cost -- other than time -- to an employer, explained Dean Palius, PHP's executive director.

Youth Down 2 Business staff manage all administrative responsibilities, such as time cards and payroll, and salaries for the teens are paid by the program, said Arcelia Senci0x97n, director of the program.

"You're not just providing a work site, you're becoming an employer-mentor," Ms. Senci0x97n said. "You're sharing your knowledge, expertise, counseling and being supportive."

Since it began in 2003, Youth Down 2 Business has placed 300 young people from the Santa Ynez and Lompoc areas in jobs, internships or job shadows. Most of the teens are what may be considered "at-risk," including those in foster care, on probation, low-income, learning disabled or with other issues, Ms. Senci0x97n explained.

Students are directed toward jobs that might suit their interests. One student was interested in design work, and was given a placement at a floral shop. Others have worked at child care centers, with architects, accountants and at the YMCA.

Though Junior Drew is interested in psychology, he was pleased to have a job working at the Santa Ynez Inn as a dishwasher.

"It was a lot more than a job," he said. "It was fun. Now I have ambition, determination and self-discipline. If teens have someone to really believe in them, it can change their lives."

The program currently has 63 teens ages 16-18 enrolled and next month will need placements for 30 more, explained Mayra Ruiz, who works on the program. Youngsters are given two years of services and a year of follow-up. The program is tightly regulated by the federal government because of the grant funding, and its continued funding is based on performance, Mr. Palius said. There is a requirement for a 100 percent graduation rate for the teens in the program, he added.

During Tuesday's luncheon, the attendees heard about the importance of mentoring from Mike Hendrick, general manager of the Santa Ynez Valley Marriott; Tracy Farhad, executive director of the Solvang Conference and Visitors Bureau and Jim Fiolek, executive director of the Santa Barbara County Vintners Association.

John Featherstone, executive director of Human Resources for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, urged the business people to commit to taking a student. The Chumash, he said, pledged to take three students to mentor at the tribe's hotel, restaurant or employment center.

Being involved, he said, brings a high "ROI" or return on investment.

"In the long run, what do you get?" he said. "You impact a life and what's the cost of that? Priceless. It's the ultimate ROI to impact a life."

He suggested getting rid of the word "at-risk" and replacing it with "at opportunity. So when we see young people we see opportunity, we don't see risk. We owe them that. That's our job as leaders, to give them an opportunity to prosper. We can help these youths to a greater future."

FYI:
Businesses in the Santa Ynez and Lompoc valleys interested in participating in Youth Down 2 Business can call Arcelia Sencit 686-7353.


