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Executive Summary
The City of Boston recognizes that career readi-
ness is essential to ensuring all young people can 
access career paths that lead to a living wage. 
Boston aims to expand work-based learning op-
portunities for youth as part of a larger mission 
to align college and career readiness and em-
power youth to make informed decisions about 
postsecondary plans.

For decades, Boston has operated an extensive 
youth employment program that spans govern-
ment, public, and private sectors. Today, the 
program has grown into a complex network of 
actors working to leverage Boston’s pool of talented 
youth by offering transformative experiences that 
correlate with positive outcomes in attendance, 
engagement, and other success metrics.

This ecosystem’s growing complexity, matched by 
changing education and career landscapes brought 
on by a global pandemic, presents an opportunity 
to analyze Boston’s assets and to think about how 
to best utilize them to meet students’ and employ-
ers’ needs with a focus toward equity.

Boston can focus on collaborating and coordinating 
its network of partners more closely to ensure its 
programs are universally accessible to and impact-
ful for all young learners. A unified vision, simpler 
processes, and more intentional alignment will bet-
ter engage students and employers and effectuate 
desired outcomes.

This report provides observations and findings 
about Boston’s youth employment landscape based 
on engagement with key stakeholders and makes 
an analysis and recommendations that seek to ad-
dress Boston’s goals. The aim is not to recreate, but 
rather to iterate upon and tap into existing resourc-
es to create more opportunities and scale impact 
for Boston youth.
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Introduction
Boston, Massachusetts maintains an expansive 
youth work-based learning program that compris-
es stakeholders across city government, private 
business and industry, high schools, including 
Boston Public Schools, postsecondary institutions, 
and community-based and non-profit organiza-
tions. Through various programming, stakeholders 
seek to provide Boston youth with opportunities to 
achieve college- and career-readiness by obtaining 
postsecondary credentials, occupational certifica-
tions, and valuable interpersonal and professional 
skills.  
 
Research suggests that there is a correlation be-
tween exposure to work experience, particularly 
private sector experience, and positive academic 
outcomes related to high school attendance, course 
performance, and graduation.1 Researchers are also 
exploring potential positive effects on subsequent 
college enrollment.2 These experiences are espe-
cially crucial to reaching goals of universal career 
readiness because, nationwide, our existing edu-
cation and employment systems often perpetuate, 
rather than dismantle, inequities faced by racially 
and economically minoritized groups.
  
Boston has been a leader in the career readiness 
space with a youth work-based learning program 
that spans approximately four decades. Simultane-
ously, the COVID-19 highlighted and exacerbated 
challenges that companies and schools have grap-
pled, including access to transportation, supporting 
hybrid learning and work, and encouraging men-
tal and physical wellness. These challenges have 
opened the door to conducting a more thorough 
and nuanced analysis of Boston’s youth work-based 
learning landscape. Through this analysis, our team 
aims to develop strategies to strengthen and scale 
programs so that all high school students in Boston 
are exposed to the world of work and feel empow-
ered to make decisions about their education and 
career paths.

While Boston’s strategy is to align both college and 
career exploration and readiness, this study focuses 
exclusively on career exploration and readiness. Our 
team aims to provide recommendations to the City 
of Boston for effectuating increased access to—and 
impact of—these programs.
  

Goal: To ensure that 
by 2026, all Boston 
high school students 
will have had sufficient 
exposure to the world 
of work and careers 
to make an informed 
choice about the best 
path to follow beyond 
high school.

 

Data and 
Methodology
To inform this project’s findings, our team, the Har-
vard Project on Workforce team:

·	 Interviewed 17 stakeholders across Boston’s 
youth work-based learning landscape; 

·	 Conducted a student focus group with Boston 
high school students; and 

·	 Analyzed open data from annual reports, data 
dashboards, and published reports. 

 
The interviews, which form the basis of our re-
search, ground the project in both orienting our 
team to the current work-based learning landscape 
for youth and contextualizing the feasibility of 
recommendations for scaling and development. 
Stakeholders within the Boston work-based learn-
ing landscape are classified into one or more of 
several groups based on their roles and practices 
within the network: funders, government entities, 
employers, intermediary organizations, research-
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ers, and schools. Our team gathered foundational 
knowledge and data about the current work-based 
landscape, including strengths, gaps, and oppor-
tunities, by interviewing a cross section of these 
stakeholders.
 
Additionally, our team conducted a student focus 
group with six high school students enrolled in Bos-
ton Public Schools. Each of these students partici-
pated in at least one summer employment oppor-
tunity through the Boston Private Industry Council 
while in or just after graduating high school.
 
Our research also drew upon previously published 
reports and studies. Through these annual reports 
and dashboards, the team gathered application, 
participation, and placement data for youth em-
ployment programs. We also drew upon existing 
research, including Dr. Alicia Sasser Modestino’s 
published works on Boston’s summer youth em-
ployment programs and their impacts on behavior-
al, economic, and academic outcomes. 

Boston’s Youth 
Work-Based 
Learning Landscape
Background and Context

Boston has a robust landscape of work-based 
learning and career development opportunities 
for students, and a wide landscape of stakehold-
ers invested in work-based learning for students. 
Students have a multitude of pathways to engage in 
early career exposure in Boston, including participa-
tion in career and technical education (CTE) offered 
through Boston Public Schools to formal internship 
opportunities with private sector employers.
 
The richness of Boston’s ecosystem is made pos-
sible through opportunities for career exploration 
and skill development during both the academic 
year and in the summer months. The Boston Public 
Schools’ (BPS) investment in CTE provides hands-
on applied learning experiences through which 
students build a broad, foundational set of inter-
personal skills, as well as specific technical skills in 

applicable industries. BPS maintains programs that 
meet both the Massachusetts definition of voca-
tional-technical education (Chapter 74) and the 
federal definition of career and technical education 
contained within the Perkins Act (non-Chapter 74).

While the breadth of stakeholders engaged in youth 
work-based learning is vast, we focused primarily 
on the Summer Youth Employment Program for our 
research and recommendations. Analyzing and im-
proving the Summer Youth Employment Program is 
an important first step to scaling changes across the 
entirety of programs offered to achieve universal 
and equitable access to career exposure in Boston.

Boston Summer Youth 
Employment Program
A critical component of Boston’s youth work-based 
learning landscape is Boston’s Summer Youth Em-
ployment Program (SYEP). The SYEP serves Boston 
youth from ages 14 through 24, placing them into 
meaningful paid summer internship positions 
each summer. Research on the program indicates 
positive impacts, particularly short-term gains in 
community engagement and social skills, college 
aspirations, and job readiness skills, with larger 
gains for non-white students.3 Additionally, data 
shows one-year decreases in criminal activity and 
increased school attendance among non-white and 
at-risk youth.4 This suggests that the SYEP can play 
a role in addressing equity issues across demo-
graphic groups.

Across Boston’s programs, approximately 10,000 
youth work with over 900 employers each summer.5 
In addition to earning income, they gain valuable 
work experience through their placements in city 
agencies, non-profit organizations, communi-
ty-based organizations, and private employers.
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[FIGURE 1] Boston Summer Youth 
Employment Program Participation 
Share by Program

Source: ABCD6; Boston DYEE7; Boston PIC8; MLK Scholars9; YOU 
Boston10

Boston’s Summer Youth Employment Program in-
cludes some of the following key stakeholders: 

·	 Boston Private Industry Council (PIC) Summer 
Jobs Program 

·	 City of Boston Youth Engagement and Em-
ployment (YEE) Summer Jobs Program 

·	 Action for Boston Community Development 
(ABCD) SummerWorks Program 

·	 MLK Scholars Program (MLK)

·	 Youth Options Unlimited (YOU) Summer Youth 
Employment 

 
While these five intermediaries are the primary 
partners Boston convenes around summer jobs, 
many other partner organizations participate in this 
space and provide opportunities for career explora-
tion and development.

Within this ecosystem, stakeholders may be 
grouped based on the functions they serve. Since 
many organizations and individuals are working 
across initiatives and programs, many stakeholders 
hold multiple roles.

Employers employ youth in any number of jobs 
and provide the space and opportunity for students 
to develop interpersonal and technical skills during 

the summer months. Employers may be govern-
ment agencies, non-profit and community-based 
organizations, and private sector companies. 

Intermediaries work to manage the market land-
scape with an eye toward equity. These entities 
may be government or quasi-governmental agen-
cies and non-profit and community-based organiza-
tions. Over time, these intermediaries have devel-
oped deep relationships with youth, employers, 
service providers, and schools, which makes them 
integral to the application, placement, and evalua-
tion processes within this system. 

Funders, typically represented by local government 
and private corporations, supply funding to entities 
that operate the summer employment programs 
available within Boston. Funding may go to entities 
acting as employers to support their programs or 
intermediaries, which strategically distribute the 
funding across multiple employers and programs 
based on needs, impact, and other measures.

Schools and Researchers also play important 
roles within the SYEP landscape. The Boston Public 
Schools’ engagement in this space fosters an en-
vironment that values career exploration and skill 
development. In both its comprehensive and CTE 
schools as well as its partnership with Boston PIC, 
wherein PIC career counselors are placed directly 
in each high school, schools create a culture that 
underscores the importance of career readiness. 
The researchers collecting data and evaluating the 
impact of various career readiness programs within 
the city remain critically important as organizations 
seek to understand their impacts and continue to 
meet youth’s evolving needs.

Key Findings and 
Recommendations
Key Findings

Our team’s primary observations and key findings 
are informed by our direct engagement with stake-
holders across multiple constituent types. From 
this qualitative data collection, we have identified 
the most salient strengths, gaps, and opportunities 
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and distilled them into three thematic findings.

·	 Boston’s Summer Youth Employment Pro-
gram has effectuated positive student out-
comes and has widespread support, but goals 
and experiences vary across programs.

·	 Boston is resource-rich with engaged stake-
holders, demonstrated impact, and a breadth 
of student opportunities, but the lack of co-
ordination across programs inhibits stream-
lined growth and scalability. 

·	 Boston possesses a range of opportunities 
across industries, but decentralization leads 
to fragmented student progression and a 
mismatch in student-employer placement 
and outcomes.

Recommendations

Our recommendations are grounded in the same 
qualitative data we collected through our engage-
ment with stakeholders. These recommendations 
have been developed with an eye toward equity 
and feasibility based on our analysis of open data, 
published reports, and stakeholder insight. Our goal 
is to leverage the existing strengths of Boston’s SYEP 
with intentionality to increase access to and impact 
of its summer offerings.

Unified Vision

·	 Develop a clear and catalyzing mission, 
vision, and goals to which all actors subscribe 
for city-wide alignment, continued support, 
and consistent engagement.

·	 Establish standardized terminology and defi-
nitions to foster a common understanding of 
opportunities, needs, and resources. 

·	 Consider crafting a singular, unifying umbrel-
la under which the city’s multiple programs 
operate to create a culture of connectedness.

·	 Develop a student ambassador program by 
which students practice leadership, conduct 
outreach, and engage with other students.

Process Coordination

·	 Develop a unified, city-led information and 
marketing campaign to reach more students 
and inform them about summer opportuni-

ties and their benefits.

·	 Consider developing a common application 
or coordinated application process to reduce 
complexity for students and families. 

·	 Establish onboarding best practices and 
standards for increased process efficiency, 
consistency across experiences, and continu-
ity year to year.

·	 Track and house standard data, including 
participation data, outcomes, and student 
experience, in a centralized set.

Student-Employer Alignment

·	 Align student and employer needs and 
desires for more intentional job matching, 
student progression, skill development, and 
experience continuity.

·	 Develop a rubric to assess students’ readi-
ness (based on interest, skill, experience, etc.) 
for various jobs across different industries. 
Employers should designate jobs with corre-
sponding rubric designations.

·	 Implement a credentialing system that stu-
dents may use to track their own skill devel-
opment and progression and that school and 
SYEP leadership may use to better match 
students with opportunities.

“A friend recommended 
that I apply. I realized 
some of my friends knew 
things about [which] 
roles see different things 
in the hospital, so I wish I 
talked to them first.” 
Summer 2022 Student Participant,
Summer Youth Employment Program
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Conclusion and 
Future Steps
Boston sits in a unique position with its rich array 
of assets in the form of dedicated funding, invested 
stakeholders, eager and talented students, and a 
wealth of opportunity. These strengths provide a 
strong opportunity for catalyzing greater impact 
and scale. Moving forward will require Boston to 
coordinate its data and processes across programs, 
analyze the distribution of opportunities across 
industries and job types, and understand the equity 
gaps around student participation in summer jobs 
programming.

To maintain the success of its Summer Youth Em-
ployment Program through an evolving education 
and career landscape—and to increase access, im-
pact, and scale of its programs—will require the City 
of Boston to convene and unify its partners and to 
lead by leveraging its current strengths in a strategic 
and focused way. In this work, the City of Boston 
will continue to play an integral role in the develop-
ment and enrichment of its young people.
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Appendix
[Figure 2] Boston Summer Jobs Program Process Map 
[2a] Currently, disjointed processes across Boston’s multiple stakeholders create gaps and barriers for stu-
dents across various steps in the cycle from outreach through completion. 

[2b] Proposed solutions focus on coordination and centralization. Closing these gaps will result in more 
robust and targeted outreach, increased interest in applying, more aligned matching with employers, and a 
more impactful experience. 
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