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BY BRAD JOHNSON
This summer, participants in the Pittsfield 

and North County Youth Works programs are 
getting a lesson in adaptability along with 
their workforce readiness training.

“With the Youth Works programs, the 
basic goals are to provide work readiness 
training and place young people in paid 
summer work experiences,” said Heather 
Shogry-Williams, youth program director at 
the MassHire Berkshire Workforce Board.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic – and 
the widespread social and economic disrup-
tion it caused – presented major obstacles to 
meeting those goals this summer.

“Like everything else, the pandemic has 
had a big impact on how we are handling these 
programs,” said Shogry-Williams. “And the 
biggest impact was that we wouldn’t be able 
to place youth in worksites this summer.”

That meant organizers needed to find new 
ways to deliver the same level of work skills 
training and related employment experience 
that earlier cohorts have benefitted from in 
pre-pandemic years.

“Back in March we realized we needed 
to get creative and get a virtual program 
in place,” said Shogry-Williams. “We felt 
that we had to find a way to provide this 
opportunity to young people to continue to 
develop their skills.”

The Pittsfield and North County Youth 
Works programs, which have been running 
for 16 and six years respectively, have es-
tablished a solid track record of introducing 
underprivileged youth to the working world 
by combining basic preparedness training on 
workplace conduct and responsibilities with 
actual work experience at host employers.

While both programs are administered 
by the Berkshire Workforce Board, they are 
funded and operated separately. Shogry-Wil-
liams explained that Pittsfield Youth Works is 
one of 32 programs across Massachusetts that 
are funded by the Commonwealth Corpora-
tion through the Executive Office of Labor 
and Workforce Development.

The Pittsfield program is operated by the 
MassHire Berkshire Career Center, led by 
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Youth Works 
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Organizers get creative 
to provide meaningful 
experience this summer

Jennifer Munoz, manager of the North 
Adams Growing Healthy Garden 

Program, guides North County Youth 
Works participants as they trans-

plant kohlrabi into one of the 
garden beds behind Drury High 

School. These and related 
virtual activities are part of a 

revised curriculum for the 
summer work experience 

program under current 
pandemic conditions.
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Kelly Skrocki, the career center’s youth 
program coordinator.

“Pittsfield Youth Works is a subsidized 
employment program designed to provide 
eligible teens and young adults, 14 to 21 
years of age, with their first employment 
experiences, work readiness training, and 
the skills to find and keep an unsubsidized 
job,” said Skrocki.

“It’s a great program,” she added, noting 
that about 30 area employers participate each 
summer to provide from 50 to 60 youths with 
workplace experience.

North County Youth Works took shape 
10 years after the Pittsfield program was 
launched out of a desire to provide some of 
the same workforce readiness training and 
workplace experience to youths in northern 
Berkshire communities.

Because North Adams and the broader 
northern Berkshire region do not meet specific 
requirements to receive 
the state funding that 
the Pittsfield program 
receives, North County 
Youth Works relies 
exclusively on private 
funding through grants 
and other sources. As 
such, it operates on a 
smaller scale and serves approximately 10 
to 15 youths each summer.

Shogry-Williams, who is lead organizer 
for North County Youth Works, explained 
that the different source of funding also 
leads to other subtle differences in how the 
two programs operate.

“Because [North County Youth Works] is 
not state-funded, we have more flexibility in 
how we are able to structure and operate the 
program,” she said.

While both programs tend to follow a 
similar format in both training and work 
experience, the Pittsfield program is re-
quired to follow established guidelines for 
how it operates, and has specific eligibility 
requirements for applicants in terms of family 
income and other factors.

Participants for North County Youth 
Works, while generally coming from 
low- to moderate-income households, are 
recommended and/or recruited by program 
coordinators within local school systems, 
with an eye toward selecting students who 
are prepared and motivated to get the most 
out of the experience.

“We have many more rules to follow, 
and an application process that is more 
complicated,” said Skrocki. “That’s just part 
of what comes from receiving our funding 
from the state.”

New tiered format 
Despite these and other bureaucratic and 

operational differences, Shogry-Williams 
noted that organizers of both programs 
faced the same challenges of adapting them 
to the new realities and limitations of the 
COVID era.

“I talked to Kelly to get her thoughts on 
the Pittsfield program, and we agreed we 
all needed to get creative and get a virtual 
program ready to go,” she said.

Adding to the complexity of adapting 
a hands-on work experience to a virtual 

mode, Skrocki explained that the Pittsfield 
program also had an entirely new model to 
follow this year that had been rolled out by 
the state prior to COVID-19.

“Before the pandemic, the state remod-
eled the program to a three-tier approach,” 
she said.

While in earlier years all participants 
followed the same basic curriculum, this 
new three-tiered format calls for a separate 
cohort for 14- and 15-year-old participants 
that focuses on a service and project-based 
model; an early career trajectory for par-
ticipants ages 16 to 21 (the component most 
closely aligned with the prior Youth Works 
format); and a career pathway training model 
for participants 17 to 21.

“This tiered system was all new to us,” 
said Skrocki. “[The state] wanted it to be 
more age-appropriate and [provide] a great 
opportunity for youth to get the most out of 

the experience.”
Skrocki and others 

at the career center 
were in the process of 
adapting the existing 
Pittsfield Youth Works 
program to the new 
model when the pan-
demic erupted.

“So, now, we saw that we would have to 
take this new tiered model and reconfigure 
it around COVID,” Skrocki said. “We’ve 
been working around the clock – literally – to 
make that happen.”

For Tier 1, Skrocki’s team at the career 
center came up with “Promoting Health and 
Wellness within Your Community,” a project-
based learning experience that combines life 
skills, gardening, nutrition, wellness and 
personal health, and hard work.

“My husband and I were talking about 
what 14- and 15-year-olds could do, and 
this popped into my head,” said Skrocki. “I 
submitted it to the state, and they approved it.”

One aspect of the project involves growing 
vegetables with a planting kit provided by 
Whitney’s Farm Market & Garden Center 
in Cheshire. Weekly video lessons provided 
by Martha Levalley Tanner, manager at 
Whitney’s, are guiding them in this process.

Participants are also developing a new 
healthy recipe each week, with a budget of 
$20 to purchase produce and other ingredi-
ents. Expense sheets will be maintained to 
track their purchases, and recipes will be 
compiled in a cookbook at the end of the 
project.

On the health and wellness side, Beth 
Piantoni, wellness coordinator at Berkshire 
Health Systems, is providing weekly vid-
eos on fitness and how to keep your body 
healthy. Participants are also documenting 
their progress through a 30-day challenge 
in which they identify and work to change 
one aspect of their lives.

For these and other activities, the 15 
participants receive a stipend of $150 per 
week. “The overall goal is for them to have 
a positive experience,” said Skrocki.

For Tier 2, 20 participants are being paid 
$12.75 an hour for their work on two group 
projects focused on early and career trajec-
tory employment.

continued on next page

Tier 2 participants in Pittsfield Youth Works join staff from the Williamstown Theatre Festival for a weekly  
Zoom workshop on presentation styles and confidence techniques as part of their project to research and 
develop a social media strategy for a local small business or nonprofit. (Photo provided by Youth Works)

“We saw that we would have 
to take this new tiered model 

and reconfigure it around 
COVID. We’ve been working 
around the clock – literally – 

to make that happen.”
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Program offered by Goodwill Industries of 
the Berkshires and Southern Vermont.

This program, conducted via Zoom, pro-
vides training on retail, hospitality, in-person 
customer service situations, call center and 
telephone, chat and other online customer 
service interaction. It includes communica-
tion skills, conflict resolution, de-escalation 
skills, time management, attitude, critical 
thinking, problem solving, motivation and 
presentation skills.

Participants are paid $12.75 an hour dur-
ing the program and, upon completion, will 
receive a nationally recognized Customer 
Service Certificate.

North county curriculum
For North County Youth Works, Shogry-

Williams said that some elements of the 
Pittsfield program are being adopted to 
varying degrees.

This summer the program is organized 
into two cohorts, rather that one in previ-
ous years.

The first includes eight participants from 
north county school districts who are par-
ticipating in a home gardening project-based 
learning experience similar in some respects 
to the Pittsfield Tier 1 program.

“Kelly told us about what she was doing 
there, and we thought, ‘Wow, it would be 
great if we could do something like this 
with our north county group,’” Shogry-
Williams said.

Unlike Pittsfield’s, the north county pro-
gram is not limited to 14- and 15-year-olds. 
It also has a heavier emphasis on actual gar-
dening, in which the youth will be growing 
vegetables in their container gardens, and 
participating in weekly virtual discussions 
with staff from Greenagers Inc., who are 
assisting them with growing their plants and 

providing lessons, recipes and tips regarding 
their home gardens.

“We had an existing relationship with 
Greenagers, so we decided we would do this 
home planting program but with more of an 
emphasis on hard gardening experience,” 
Shogry-Williams explained.

That includes weekly, in-person gardening 
sessions at the community gardens at Drury 
High School in North Adams, which are led 
by Jennifer Munoz, manager of the North 
Adams Growing Healthy Garden Program. 
Participants are also reading the book Seed-
folks and engaging in weekly lessons and 
discussions (through Google Classroom) 
around the book’s premise of how gardening 
can bring a community together.

Participants in the gardening cohort re-
ceive the same $150 weekly stipend as the 
those in the Pittsfield Tier 1 program.

Shogry-Williams said the other north coun-
ty cohort consists of five post-high-school 
youths who are participating in the same 
Customer Service Certificate Program as 
those in Pittsfield’s Tier 3 program. They also 
are paid $12.75 an hour during the training.

Funding for this year’s North County 
Youth Works is being provided by Mountai-
nOne Bank, the First Congregational Church 
of Williamstown and their affiliate, A Better 
Community.

For all participants in both the Pittsfield 
and North County Youth Works programs, 
the work and career experience activities 
are preceded by a week (15 hours) of paid 
workforce readiness training focusing on 
professionalism in the workplace.

The work experience components are run-
ning from four to five weeks in July and Au-
gust, depending on which specific program 
is involved. “The state was flexible on some 
requirements for hours and other aspects of 
these programs under the circumstances,” 
said Shogry-Williams.

She noted that the summer work programs 
were not the only ones overseen by the 
Berkshire Workforce Board to be affected 
by the pandemic.

“We oversee the career readiness models at 
area schools,” she said, noting that these are 
focused on making sure that “every student 
has exposure to career readiness awareness” 
throughout the school year.

That exposure was disrupted, along with 
other aspects of the educational experience, 
when schools statewide were shut down in 
mid-March in response to the pandemic.

“For the last part of the school year, our 
[career readiness] coordinators for each of 
the schools did a great job of adapting online 
resources and platforms to keep this going,” 
said Shogry-Williams. “We’re planning to 
continue that this fall.”

Skrocki said the overall process of adapt-
ing Youth Works and other programs to fit 
the limitations of the COVID era has been 
challenging on several levels.

“I work from home, like everybody else 
does,” she said, noting that this includes 
fitting her work schedule around the care of 
her three young children. “As we’re learn-
ing to do stuff virtually, I feel like we’re all 
learning new jobs.”u
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continued from previous page

One involves researching and developing 
a social media strategy for a local small busi-
ness or nonprofit, including a presentation, 
30-day campaign calendar, and sample social 
media communications.

As part of this project, Williamstown The-
atre Festival is working with participants on 
confidence techniques and presentation styles 
through one-hour weekly Zoom sessions.

The second project involves developing a 
collection or series of positive and uplifting 
artwork designed for display in elementary 
classrooms or childcare settings. Skrocki 
noted that participants are collaborating 
with local teachers and other presenters to 
define the parameters of the project to fit the 
resources, audience and goals of the group.

Tier 3 for Pittsfield Youth Works involves 
career pathway training, with nine participants 
enrolled in the Customer Service Certificate 
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