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Your Comments or Concerns 
Texas employers cannot find enough workers. At the same time, roughly 520,000 young 
Texans, ages 16 to 24 who are neither working nor enrolled in school, sit disconnected 
from both. Their reconnection is worth an estimated $7 billion a year to the Texas 
economy. Their continued disconnection is a bill the state pays twice: once in lost 
productivity, and again in the justice, health, and public-assistance systems that absorb 
what the workforce system fails to reach. 

Your Proposed Solution 
Before the individual recommendations, the Commission should see the whole. Texas is 
reviewing TWC’s delivery system and TJJD’s regionalization duties in the same cycle. The 
same infrastructure can serve both reviews. 
That infrastructure is the community reengagement center: a place where education and 
paid work expectations live under one roof, and where a juvenile court can refer a young 
person instead of committing them. The prototypes operate today in Dallas and 
Williamson County. TJJD’s own commissioned roadmap — the Meadows Mental Health 
Policy Institute’s statewide Continuum of Care report (June 2026) — calls for reentry 
support hubs. The reengagement center is that hub, with workforce training and paid 
employment built into it. 

1. Count opportunity youth and connect the data (modify Recommendation 1.4). 

Texas cannot coordinate a population it does not count. Add opportunity-youth 
reconnection metrics to the public board dashboards and the unified data model, with 
data integration between TWC and the juvenile justice system so a young person’s 
eligibility and history are documented once — not re-litigated at every intake. This is 
within the state’s own control: TWC sets 11 of the 26 contracted board performance 
measures, and adding a reconnection measure requires no federal permission. 

2. Own the handoff from probation to Workforce Solutions (modify Recommendation 
1.6). 

Justice-involved young people fall through the cracks between probation and the 
workforce system because no one owns the handoff. Require a co-enrollment standard 
for justice-involved young adults and a standardized referral protocol between juvenile 
probation departments and Workforce Solutions offices, enrolling young people before 
or at placement. A shared agreement and case-management system in Tulare County, 
California raised referrals and cut the number of young people who never received the 
services they were sent for. 



3. Stop leaving federal workforce dollars on the table (modify Recommendations 1.8– 
1.9). 

Only six of 28 boards operate SNAP E&T third-party partnerships — a mechanism under 
which a community partner’s own spending draws a 50 percent federal reimbursement. 
Meanwhile TWC 
spends roughly $4.8 million a year in state general revenue to generate match that 
community and philanthropic partners stand ready to supply. Standardize third-party 
partnership guidance, 
prioritize proven community-based reengagement providers, and every general-revenue 
dollar converted into leveraged federal funding becomes a dollar Texas can redirect to 
services themselves. 

4. Define “opportunity youth” in the Labor Code (new statutory recommendation). 

Write the definition — Texans ages 16 to 24, neither working nor enrolled in school — 
into the Labor Code, with annual statewide reconnection reporting. The language 
already exists: HB 3844 
(89R) is ready to refile as part of the sunset legislation. A shared definition gives every 
state agency the same starting point for measuring reconnection. 

5. Build a workforce pathway for community violence intervention (new statutory 
recommendation). 

Community violence intervention programs operate today in Dallas, Houston, Fort 
Worth, and San Antonio, and the U.S. Surgeon General attributes gun-homicide 
reductions of 40 to 60 percent to well-run programs of this kind. Yet the profession runs 
on short-term grants — LSJA operates the City of Dallas’s $300,000 violence-interrupter 
contract on federal community development funds, while the state contributes nothing 
to train or retain this workforce. Recognize community violence intervention specialists 
in statute; direct TWC to adopt competency and quality standards; and admit CVI 
training to the Skills Development Fund and 
Adult Education & Literacy integrated training models. 

6. Prepare young Texans for the labor market they are actually entering (new 
recommendation). 

Entry-level work is where reentry happens — and it is also where the labor market is 
changing fastest. Texas should not prepare its most vulnerable young workers only for 



today’s jobs; it should give them the fluency to compete for tomorrow’s, the way earlier 
generations needed computer literacy. Direct TWC and the Texas Workforce Investment 
Council to convene a task force on AI and the entry-level labor market — with 
opportunity youth and the organizations that serve them at the table — reporting before 
the 91st Legislature, and treat AI fluency as a fundable workforce skill in reengagement 
settings, where the learning curve is shortest and the labor -
market premium highest. This also answers a question the staff report raises about the 
Council’s value: a forward-looking labor-market watch is work only a strategic-planning 
body can do. 
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I.  THE TEXANS THE WORKFORCE SYSTEM LOSES FIRST 


Texas employers cannot find enough workers. At the same time, roughly 520,000 young Texans, 


ages 16 to 24 who are neither working nor enrolled in school, sit disconnected from both. Their 


reconnection is worth an estimated $7 billion a year to the Texas economy. Their continued 


disconnection is a bill the state pays twice: once in lost productivity, and again in the justice, 


health, and public-assistance systems that absorb what the workforce system fails to reach. 


One young man came to our HYPE Center in Dallas at nineteen. He was out of school, out of work, 


and carrying a juvenile record that had already closed most doors to him. Within a few months 


he earned a credential, found steady work, and stopped cycling through the justice system. That 


outcome should be common in Texas. Today it depends on whether a young person happens to 


reach one of the few programs built to deliver it. 


For justice-involved young adults, steady employment is the most reliable path out of the justice 


system, and the results are measurable. A randomized controlled trial by the Texas A&M Public 


Policy Research Institute found participants in the Williamson County Transformative Justice 


program, a program designed and launched with the support of LSJA, were more than 35 percent 


less likely to be re-arrested. HYPE Center participants hold a three-year re-arrest rate of 11 


percent.  


The evidence is independently verified and already operating in Texas. The question before this 


Commission is whether the workforce system is built to do this at scale. 


 


II.  ONE INFRASTRUCTURE ANSWERS TWO REVIEWS NOW BEFORE THIS COMMISSION 
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Before the individual recommendations, the Commission should see the whole. Texas is 


reviewing TWC’s delivery system and TJJD’s regionalization duties in the same cycle. The same 


infrastructure can serve both reviews. 


That infrastructure is the community reengagement center: a place where education and paid-


work expectations live under one roof, and where a juvenile court can refer a young person 


instead of committing them. The prototypes operate today in Dallas and Williamson County. 


TJJD’s own commissioned roadmap — the Meadows Mental Health Policy Institute’s statewide 


Continuum of Care report (June 2026) — calls for reentry support hubs. The reengagement center 


is that hub, with workforce training and paid employment built into it. 


The model does three things at once: 


• Public safety without new beds. Because it is non-secure by design and enforces 


expectations through milestones and incentives rather than detention, it adds no facility 


capacity and does not rebuild the technical-violation pipeline. 


• Behavioral health built in. Because roughly 85 percent of youth admitted to state facilities 


carry moderate-to-high mental health needs, the model funds treatment alongside 


training. 


• Taxpayer savings. Every young person a court can serve this way is one the state does not 


confine at $770.53 per day (Legislative Budget Board). 


The funding responsibilities divide naturally. Justice dollars fund navigation, credible messengers, 


behavioral health, and housing; workforce dollars fund the classroom and the paycheck. The six 


decisions below build the workforce half now. Certification and court-referral authority are 


Family Code legislation LSJA will bring to the 90th Legislature, and the Commission can note that 


alignment in its report so the February 2027 staff report can build the justice half.  


III.  LSJA SUPPORTS THE STAFF REPORT AND URGES THE COMMISSION TO STRENGTHEN IT  


The staff report documents, with precision, a delivery system that is not reaching the Texans who 


need it most: local workforce boards operating without meaningful accountability (Issue 1); a 


SNAP Employment & Training program in which only 6 percent of the 224,149 Texans required 


to participate in FFY 2025 actually engaged; and data systems that cannot track outcomes across 


programs (Issue 4). We join Children at Risk, whose July 2, 2026 comments this testimony aligns 


with, in urging the Commission to adopt the staff recommendations — and to strengthen them 


where the report stops short of naming the population where these failures converge.  


 


IV.  SIX DECISIONS THAT BUILD THE REENGAGEMENT INFRASTRUCTURE 
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1. Count opportunity youth and connect the data (modify Recommendation 1.4). 


Texas cannot coordinate a population it does not count. Add opportunity-youth reconnection 


metrics to the public board dashboards and the unified data model, with data integration 


between TWC and the juvenile justice system so a young person’s eligibility and history are 


documented once — not re-litigated at every intake. This is within the state’s own control: TWC 


sets 11 of the 26 contracted board performance measures, and adding a reconnection measure 


requires no federal permission.1 


2. Own the handoff from probation to Workforce Solutions (modify Recommendation 1.6). 


Justice-involved young people fall through the cracks between probation and the workforce 


system because no one owns the handoff. Require a co-enrollment standard for justice-involved 


young adults and a standardized referral protocol between juvenile probation departments and 


Workforce Solutions offices, enrolling young people before or at placement.2 A shared 


agreement and case-management system in Tulare County, California raised referrals and cut the 


number of young people who never received the services they were sent for. 


3. Stop leaving federal workforce dollars on the table (modify Recommendations 1.8–1.9). 


Only six of 28 boards operate SNAP E&T third-party partnerships — a mechanism under which a 


community partner’s own spending draws a 50 percent federal reimbursement. Meanwhile TWC 


spends roughly $4.8 million a year in state general revenue to generate match that community 


and philanthropic partners stand ready to supply. Standardize third-party partnership guidance, 


prioritize proven community-based reengagement providers, and every general-revenue dollar 


converted into leveraged federal funding becomes a dollar Texas can redirect to services 


themselves. 


4. Define “opportunity youth” in the Labor Code (new statutory recommendation). 


Write the definition — Texans ages 16 to 24, neither working nor enrolled in school — into the 


Labor Code, with annual statewide reconnection reporting. The language already exists: HB 3844 


(89R) is ready to refile as part of the sunset legislation. A shared definition gives every state 


agency the same starting point for measuring reconnection. 


5. Build a workforce pathway for community violence intervention (new statutory 


recommendation). 


Community violence intervention programs operate today in Dallas, Houston, Fort Worth, and 


San Antonio, and the U.S. Surgeon General attributes gun-homicide reductions of 40 to 60 


percent to well-run programs of this kind. Yet the profession runs on short-term grants — LSJA 


operates the City of Dallas’s $300,000 violence-interrupter contract on federal community-


development funds, while the state contributes nothing to train or retain this workforce. 


Recognize community violence intervention specialists in statute; direct TWC to adopt 
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competency and quality standards; and admit CVI training to the Skills Development Fund and 


Adult Education & Literacy integrated training models. 


6. Prepare young Texans for the labor market they are actually entering (new 


recommendation). 


Entry-level work is where reentry happens — and it is also where the labor market is changing 


fastest. Texas should not prepare its most vulnerable young workers only for today’s jobs; it 


should give them the fluency to compete for tomorrow’s, the way earl ier generations needed 


computer literacy. Direct TWC and the Texas Workforce Investment Council to convene a task 


force on AI and the entry-level labor market — with opportunity youth and the organizations that 


serve them at the table — reporting before the 91st Legislature, and treat AI fluency as a fundable 


workforce skill in reengagement settings, where the learning curve is shortest and the labor -


market premium highest. This also answers a question the staff report raises about the Council’s 


value: a forward-looking labor-market watch is work only a strategic-planning body can do.3 


V.  ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE COMMISSION’S CONSIDERATION  


A.  Direct TWC to evaluate and pursue federal waiver authority for this population. 


The Secretary of Labor holds broad discretion to waive WIOA requirements, and national practice 


identifies a specific menu for system-involved youth: counting all justice- and child-welfare-


involved youth as out-of-school youth regardless of enrollment (as Los Angeles secured under 


the Performance Partnership Pilots authority); blending funds across WIOA streams with 


guardrails; lengthening performance-outcome windows; and increasing on-the-job-training 


wage reimbursements for employers who hire young people with system experience. A sunset 


provision directing TWC to evaluate and report on these waivers costs nothing and opens doors 


federal law already leaves unlocked. 


B.  Issue braided-funding guidance to the boards. 


Direct TWC to publish guidance on braiding WIOA youth funds with Adult Education & Literacy, 


the Skills Development Fund, SNAP E&T reimbursements, vocational rehabilitation pre-


employment transition services, and juvenile-justice streams. Washington State’s My JOB 


program and Texas’s own Tri-Agency Workforce Initiative are the precedents. Boards should not 


have to improvise what guidance can standardize. 


C.  Authorize outcomes-based contracting that rewards serving the hardest to serve. 


Permit boards to contract for outcomes — credential attainment, employment retention, 


milestone completion — with payment structures that reward enrolling harder-to-serve young 


people rather than penalizing it, consistent with the federal statistical adjustment model. Jobs 


for the Future’s Fair Chance to Advance initiative offers working models Texas can draw on.  


D.  Build pre-apprenticeship on-ramps and wraparound supports into youth programming. 
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Connect reengagement participants to pre-apprenticeship pathways, and recognize navigation, 


credible-messenger mentoring, transportation, and stipends as encouraged supportive services 


— the mix validated by the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s LEAP initiative and FHI 360’s Compass 


Rose Collaborative. Blended education and paid work, delivered together, is what the evidence 


supports; paid work experience must arrive early, not as a reward at the end. 


VI.  CONCLUSION 


Texas already has the evidence it needs. The results described here are Texan, independently 


verified, and operating today, and they draw on national models that LSJA works with regularly. 


Federal rules support each of these steps. We ask the Commission to act on that evidence and 


put a workforce strategy behind it — one that reconnects hundreds of thousands of young Texans 


to work, strengthens public safety, and reduces what taxpayers spend to confine the young 


people the system reaches last. LSJA stands ready to provide data, program access, and any 


further information the Commission or its staff requests. 


Respectfully submitted, 


 


Elizabeth A. Henneke 


Founder & Chief Executive Officer  ·  ehenneke@lsja.org  ·  (512) 394-5791 


Courtney Chavez, J.D. 


Director of Advocacy & Government Relations  ·  cchavez@lsja.org  ·  (512) 201-7028 


NOTES 


1  Hartford, Connecticut’s pairing of an Opportunity Youth Collaborative with a dedicated Data 
Collaborative — documented in Casey Foundation–funded case studies by NYEC and the 


Urban Institute — models a functioning version. 


2  Three federal rules make this easier than boards assume: WIOA eligibility is fixed at 
enrollment and survives later school or custody changes; DOL guidance (TEGL 23-19) permits 
self-attestation of key eligibility criteria; and DOL’s statistical adjustment model already 


accounts for offender status when performance targets are negotiated — and targets may be 
renegotiated at any time — so boards are accounted for, not punished, for serving the 
hardest to serve. 


3  The staff report already directs TWC to track and evaluate its own use of AI systems (Issue 8); 


courts, probation departments, and agencies are adopting AI on this population — risk 
scoring, case processing, surveillance — while almost no one is building these tools for them. 
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