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Good afternoon. | am Dennis Richardson, President & CEO of Hillside Family of Agencies. Thank you, Chairman Parsons
and honored commission members, for the opportunity to participate in this important conversation about improving
New York’s educational system. | am here today, representing the nearly 4,000 at-risk middle and high school students
that our evidence-based program, Hillside Work-Scholarship Connection, helps each year to defy the odds and graduate
on-time with the skills they need to succeed at college and on-the-job.

For the past 26 years, Hillside Work-Scholarship Connection has worked in close partnership with three of the “Big Five”
public school districts- in Rochester, Syracuse, and more recently, in Buffalo. Our outcomes-based model is recognized
nationally by the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, the American Youth Policy Forum, and the US Chamber of
Commerce, for its consistent ability to impact the lives of students whom otherwise, are fated to drop out of school and
subsequently, draw on public assistance resources, or worse, become part of New York’s costly criminal justice system.

Recently, much attention has been given to refining New York State’s definition of acceptable academic standards and
measuring progress against these targets. We applaud that effort. However, as youth development providers with more
than 26 years experience in the trenches, working hand in hand with at-risk youth and their families alongside our public
school partners, we know that no matter how the trends change and the academic standards move, young people —
especially those we serve, living in concentrated areas of poverty, need much more in the way of targeted supports to
be successful in the world of academia and in the workplace. And unless the state is prepared to address these issues in
a strategic and systemic way, we know that students will continue to fall through the cracks, no matter what the
academic standards of the day are, and no matter how much money is spent in the classroom.

So, let’s talk about what constitutes effective “supportive services” to help at-risk youth level the playing field and
increase their likelihood of success:

We know, for instance, that young people need the consistent influence of a trusted, adult mentor who can help them
develop their “soft” skills to better navigate their world and advocate for themselves and their future. At Hillside, our
students rely on full-time, year-round, school-based Youth Advocates who help them develop their whole self, in
addition to attending to their specific academic needs.
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We know that students and their families require a liaison to the school — helping families understand the complexity of
the school system and their child’s place therein, and who serves as a resource for educators and other school personnel
to better understand each student’s reality outside the school walls, and its potential impact in the classroom.

At Hillside, we have also discovered that offering young people the opportunity to learn lifetime skills as year-round
employees with the chance to earn real wages toward their future, makes a considerable difference in their academic
performance- and that there is a direct correlation between employment and achievement. For example, last year, 91%
of Hillside Work-Scholarship Connection students who were employed with our job partners, graduated on-time.

While there’s no silver bullet, we have built an effective and collaborative framework for success. And, we’ve refined it
even further, spending the past decade investing in an entire team and building the infrastructure required to access
data to help drive our decisions and to better understand the actual triggers that have the greatest impact on our
students and their outcomes. We know what works and we have an actual prescription for success- with hard evidence
to back us up.

As the Commission prepares its recommendations on how to best allocate resources in high-need districts, we urge you
to think differently about how the state funds these kinds of services- - treating them not just as ancillary but as
paramount to the success of the state’s overall educational reform effort.

In addition, without a sustainable source of funding for these supportive resources, students and their families are left
behind without a clear path forward. We are missing opportunities to bring these programs to scale and to impact a
broad cross section of eligible students. And when funding is left to individual school districts, the students’ needs are
left to the vagaries of a constantly changing and politically charged landscape often without any consideration given to a
program’s measured effectiveness and long-term and immediate impact on student performance, school culture and
overall community benefits.

Thank you for your consideration. We look forward to taking part in future discussions on how the state can maximize its
investment in resources that work, and we hope that you will be inspired to think differently about the kinds of support
systems that are needed to help young people succeed. We applaud your efforts to examine what’s possible and truly,
to put students first.

Hit#

Hillside Work-Scholarship Connection is an affiliate of Hillside Family of Agencies, a comprehensive youth and family

services organization celebrating its 175" year of providing essential child welfare, mental health, juvenile justice, special

education, developmental disabilities, and youth and workforce development services across more than 40 sites located
throughout Western and Central New York, and in the Finger Lakes Region.
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