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Ensuring that a young person is healthy and ready
for work, independent living, and civic

engagement is easier said than done. There is no
coordinated system that guides youth through the
process of becoming productive and self-sufficient
members of society and the labor market. Pieces of the
system exist, such as Career and Technical Education,
transition planning under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, and programs available
through Vocational Rehabilitation and the Workforce
Investment Act. Unfortunately, however, these services
are often incomplete and uncoordinated – and
therefore ineffective. Youth with educational and career
challenges, such as those with mental health needs, too
often fall off one of the cliffs between youth and adult
systems or get shunted down an arbitrary or
inappropriate service tunnel based on considerations
dictated by the system rather than the youth’s wants
and needs. 

This guide has been developed as part of ODEP’s
initiative to help workforce development practitioners,
administrators, and policymakers enhance their
understanding of youth with mental health needs
(MHN) and the supports necessary to help them
transition into the workforce successfully. This guide
provides practical information and resources for youth
service practitioners at local One-Stop Career Centers,
Vocational Rehabilitation offices, youth programs
funded under the Workforce Investment Act, school
transition programs, and mental health agencies. In
addition, it provides policy makers, from the program
to the state level, with information to help them
address system and policy obstacles in order to
improve service delivery systems for youth with
mental health needs. 

Throughout this document, the term “youth with mental
health needs” is used to refer to the segment of youth
(ages 14 to 25) who have significant mental health
needs (emotional, behavioral, or neurobiological
disorders) that may or may not have been formally
identified or served by the mental health system.

The goals of the guide are to improve the quality of
services at the local level, enhance strategic planning at
state and local levels, and increase positive results for
youth.

For practitioners, the guide will

• provide information concerning the incidence of
mental health needs in youth,

• describe core components of mental health services
in each state,

• present types of strategies and services that might
benefit youth with mental health needs, and

• discuss support services needed for youth with 
mental health needs entering the workforce.

For administrators and policymakers, the guide 
will provide 

• helpful information on developing practical and
effective policies, 

• suggestions for creating greater collaboration among
programs, and 

• strategies for developing an improved interagency
transition system for youth, including those with
mental health needs. 

The guide’s contextual framework is the Guideposts for
Success, a document developed by NCWD/Youth in
collaboration with ODEP. The Guideposts are research-
based and describe components that all youth need to
transition successfully to adulthood as well as
modifications for youth with disabilities. The
Guideposts for Success for Youth with Mental Health Needs
incorporate all of the elements of the original
Guideposts as well as additional specific needs relating
to youth with mental health needs. 

CChhaapptteerr 11 describes the mental health landscape
encountered by youth, including facts, statistics, and
the conflicting and confusing terminology used to
describe mental health needs and conditions.

Purpose of This Guide
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CChhaapptteerr 22 describes the transition cliff that separates
youth and adult service systems and the service
tunnels that youth with mental health needs must
negotiate to access the assistance and support
needed to maximize independence.

CChhaapptteerr 33 introduces the Guideposts for Success for
Youth with Mental Health Needs and discusses career
preparation, resources, and other issues of concern
to youth service practitioners serving youth with
MHN.

CChhaapptteerr 44 discusses policy issues related to serving
youth with MHN and suggests actions for program
administrators and state and local policymakers.

EExxhhiibbiitt 11 in each chapter is a research summary
supporting the chapter’s content and is provided for
the convenience of readers. Some information may
be repeated in both the chapters and these exhibits.

AAppppeennddiixx AA contains a list of web-based resources
in the following categories: mental health and
disability, school-based preparatory experiences,
employment and career preparation, youth
development and leadership, connecting activities
(activities that connect youth with MHN to
individual and support services), family involve-
ment and support, and policy and systems change.

AAppppeennddiixx BB contains the references cited in each
chapter and in each chapter’s supporting research
exhibit. 

AAppppeennddiixx CC contains a list of acronyms used in 
this guide.


