Berkshire Chamber of Commerce launches teen program

By Jenn Smith, Berkshire Eagle Staff
Updated: 01/30/2010 07:02:17 AM EST



High school students Doris Behanzin, Eric Miller and Baret... (Kayla Galway / Berkshire Eagle Staff)

· «
· 1
· »
[image: image2.png]


Saturday, Jan. 30

PITTSFIELD -- In the ongoing quest to attract and retain young workers in Berkshire County, the Berkshire Chamber of Commerce has stepped up with a number of community partners to present a new "Youth Leadership" program. 

The program was announced during a Friday morning press conference attended by more than 50 students, business leaders, educators and state Sen. Benjamin Downing. 

Current eligible high school sophomores will be able to apply to the program this spring for acceptance into the pilot program, set to launch in August. The criteria includes having a minimum grade point average of 80 percent out of 100, having a consistent attendance record and paying a $100 tuition fee. Need-based financial aid will be available. 

Participating students will spend 10 months building personal leadership and social skills while learning about local businesses, government agencies and other civic and professional organizations. 

Students who successfully complete the program will also earn three college credits transferable to Berkshire Community College. 

"Over the past few years, it has become abundantly clear that Berkshire County needs to do a better job at showcasing employment opportunities to our students. A study done in 2007 found that at any given time, the region's job vacancy rate is one of the highest in the state," said Michael Supranowicz, Chamber president and chief executive officer. 

"There's no replacement for having home-grown talent," he said. 

Two years ago, after learning about a similar youth leadership program in Florida state, the Chamber decided to form a Youth Leadership Steering Committee of educators, business leaders and community members to discuss the possibility of a Berkshire program. 

Together, under the leadership of Danielle Gonzalez, the employer manager at Williams College, the committee developed a program which has the capacity to serve 30 students, up to two from each Berkshire County high school. 

Selected as sophomores, they will begin the program in their junior year with a three-day overnight retreat at the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts in North Adams. Participants then commit to attending monthly half-day sessions ending with a Youth Leadership commencement in May. 

Sessions will explore the topics of health care and technology; energy and hospitality; construction and manufacturing; government and the legal system; finance and creative economy; human services; media and education; leadership and civic responsibility. 

Students attending Friday's press conference were impressed by the concept. But as juniors and seniors, none of them would be eligible to participate in the program. 

Mike Fierro, a McCann Technical High School junior, said the chance to earn college credits is the best part about it. 

Eric Miller, a Pittsfield High School junior, said he feels the program will benefit sophomores applying for the junior year program. "When you're a sophomore in high school, you have no idea what you want to do. This could give you good exposure to what's out there," he said. 

Though the Youth Leadership eligibility criteria aims for high-achieving students, Supranowicz said that the Chamber is also working with area high schools to create a workforce certification program as an alternative way to keep students engaged in their schools and community. 

To apply to the program, visit www.berkshirechamber.com/ylp or call (413) 499-4000. 

Applications are due April 30.

