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Collaborative Partner News

The Work-based Learning Collaborative includes 30 partner organizations
that cover the gamut of work-based learning from the student, employer, and
educator perspectives, as well as direct-service, capacity, and policy levels. We
are proud to share highlights of our WBLC partners - state agencies, industry
associations, colleges, high schools, and nonprofit organizations. Find the list
of the WBLC members here!

Calling all K-12 Educators!

Please share your experience and interest in career-connected learning to help inform the work of
WBLC, partners, programs, and policymakers. Complete the survey and be entered to win a $50
gift card (4 will be drawn 11/30/2025)! Click here to complete the 5-minute survey.

Montana Conservation Corps Helps
Young Adults Find Their Purpose
From repairing beaver dams to timber sales,
Katie discovered more than skills—she
discovered her future during her experience with
Montana Conservation Corps (MCC). Katie's story
is one of curiosity, mentorship, and finding
purpose in Montana’s forests. Read Finding My

Future in the Forest. Love reading stories from
students? Here's another! From Mud to Meaning. |
E

Celebrating Voc Rehab & Registered Apprenticeship

Montana Vocational Rehabilitation partnered with the state apprenticeship program to support

electrical and plumbing apprentices who completed hands-on training but struggled with
educational requirements due to disabilities. In Billings, apprentices and supervisors met with a Voc
Rehab Business Services Specialist to identify challenges and accommodations - many of which
employers were unaware they were already providing. These apprentices and employers now
receive ongoing support through Voc Rehab Business Services. One apprentice from GPS Electric,
who had previously failed the journeyman test, received accommodations and passed in April, later
becoming a residential project manager. His success highlights the impact of tailored support.
Currently, 12 apprentices across Montana are being assisted by the Voc Rehab Business Services
Specialist, also a certified rehabilitation counselor able to sign off on accommodations. This
collaboration continues to strengthen pathways for apprentices and employers alike.
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Cultivating Careers Event Inspires Students Across Montana

Cultivating Careers brought together over 500 students—from middle school to college—and more

than 40 businesses for a hands-on career exploration experience in Glendive on the campus of
Dawson Community College on September 24th. Sponsored by the Montana Chamber Foundation,
this event is one of six planned for the school year, with past stops in communities like Livingston
and Cut Bank.

Students connected with local employers, explored career pathways, and discovered opportunities
in their region. Through programs like Empowered and The Prospects, the Foundation continues to
invest in Montana'’s future workforce—especially in rural and tribal communities—by fostering

innovation, readiness, and economic growth.

Center Awarded $1.2 Million HRSA Grant to Launch Youth Behavioral

Health Career Pathways in Rural Communities

The University of Montana’s Center for Children, Families and Workforce Development has been
awarded a three-year, $1.2 million grant from the Health Resources & Services Administration
through its RCORP-Pathways initiative. The funding will support youth behavioral health programs
and career pathways in rural Montana, addressing urgent needs in both youth behavioral health
and workforce development.

"This initiative is about hope, healing, and creating meaningful career pathways that begin in high
school and lead to lifelong impact,” says Kate Chapin, Executive Director of the Center.
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While Montana has a strong foundation in work-based learning, there are no established pathways
for youth to enter behavioral health careers. The RCORP-Pathways grant will help close this gap by
creating a workforce pipeline in Livingston, Helena, and Kalispell. High school students will train as
Community Health Workers (CHWSs), earn a university-issued certificate, complete internships, and
potentially receive dual enroliment credit through partnerships with colleges and universities.

In addition to technical training, students will develop essential life and career skills — such as
problem-solving, stress management, and resilience. A statewide network of partners — including
high school work-based learning coordinators, community colleges, Reach Higher Montana, and
industry leaders like the Montana Primary Care Association and Montana Urban Indian Health
Consortium — will support the initiative’s long-term success. With only 12 grants awarded
nationwide, Montana is among a select group of states leading the way in youth behavioral health
workforce development.

For more information about the Center’'s new youth behavioral health pathways grant, contact Kate
Chapin at kate.chapin@umt.edu.

Enhance Career Connections: Amp Up People Power

From guest speaker visits to on-the-job training, connection is key to unlock student caring and
attention. The stronger the connection, the faster and deeper student learning will progress.
Research shows adults outside of home and school can serve as critical role models, and every
interaction can positively impact youth to help grow them as kind, competent adults.

FOUR TIPS to spark meaningful connections:

1. Show who you are, not just what you know. Share stories highlighting the kind of person
you are, ideally one in a professional context that challenged your capabilities or ethics.
Showing your humanity helps students understand that we bring our whole selves to any
job.

2. Share your career journey by highlighting who helped you get there. Go deeper than the
what and where of your journey. Describe key people who supported you, in big and small
ways, demonstrating how cultivating social capital is crucial to success.

3. Optimize the value of informal conversations. Enjoy a beverage or take a break with a
young person you're working alongside. Listen to what they care about, as it reveals qualities
about their character. Be curious, rather than judgmental.

4. Host a connection event. Host a gathering that brings together students, professionals,
parents, and/or school staff. Include food and facilitated connection activities that bubble up
everyone'’s unique personality and reveal some mutual resonance. Consider using question
prompts, like Connecting Conversation Cards, to get people talking.

Ultimately, these small yet thoughtful investments in connection will pay off in big ways!
Lisa “Kersch” Kerscher is Program Director of Brightways Learning, a K-12 educational nonprofit

organization based in Missoula, Montana, that facilitates meaningful connections between students and
adults, along with helping to cultivate personalized learning and collaborative partnerships.




Knowledge Nugget

The Broken Marketplace

We found this report fascinating! Many young Americans seek
professional success but trudge along fractured pathways from high
school into the job market because adults possess misaligned
expectations and provide outdated guidance. That is the reality
revealed in The Broken Marketplace™: America's School-to-Work Crisis,
a national research project commissioned by the Schultz Family Foundation and conducted by
research consultancy HarrisX to understand why so many young adults feel stalled at the starting
line and what it will take to help them move forward. View report here.
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Events

Montanans at Work Statewide Tour

The Montana Department of Labor & Industry (DLI) is holding a
Montanans at Work statewide tour, offering a unique opportunity for

local employers, workforce professionals, and community members to
connect with DLI experts and resources as part of Governor Greg

Gianforte's 406 JOBS initiative. The 1.5 day event is free to attend. For a
list of locations, more information, or to register for the event, visit the

Montanans at Work tour website.
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Podcasts to check out

Work Forces: Past and Future

Co-hosts Kaitlin and Julian reflect on their journey and the dramatic
shifts they've witnessed at the intersection of work and learning.
Among their insights, they stress that experiential learning is now the

new currency of opportunity, and human connection remains the
"secret sauce" for success.
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States Need to Rethink Policies Governing Industry-Recognized Credentials for High School
Students

News You Can Use

This School Built High-End Training Sites on Campus to Prepare
Students for Local Skilled Jobs

Non-Degree Credential Quality: A Conceptual Framework to Guide
Measurement

California Cradle to Career Data System
Curious how students navigate to and through college?

Questions? Contact:
Gabrielle Eklund Rowley

WBL Collaborative Director
growley@ReachHigherMontana.org
406-422-6809

or visit wbimt.org.

Work That Matters
Work-based learning Work-based learning (WBL) is learning about work, at work
and is a key component of career-connected learning.

In addition to building employability skills, WBL experiences help students develop meaning from
their classroom learning and explore purposeful career opportunities. Employers who intentionally
cultivate belonging in the workplace for young workers can gain access to future workforce talent.
The Montana Work-Based Learning Collaborative works to promote belonging, meaning, well-being,
and purpose for all young Montanans by building capacity for high-quality WBL experiences.

There are components of work-based learning in the K-12 education system, the postsecondary
education system, and the public workforce system - but no single entry point for students or
employers to access them. Our work to improve coordination among agencies and WBL partners
benefits Montana's emerging workforce and Montana'’s businesses.
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