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What is the Young Women's Career Club? 

What if you're a young woman (15-21 years old) who is 
pursuing aGED, diploma or vocational certification- yet you're 
still confused or undecided about plans for your future? The Young 
Women's Career Club (YWCC), a joint pilot program co-spon
sored by Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School and the Vocational 
Rehabilitation Department, not only assures completion of the 
selected educational program; it also gives a special group of young 
women the social and economic survival skills to better their 
opportunities for a successful, self-sufficient future. 

Begun in 1990, the YWCC at Wil Lou Gray Opportunity 
School is distinct for many reasons: the first reason is indicated in 
its title. The YWCC is exclusively for young women. The club's 
activities address a need. Approximately 40 percent of the students 
enrolled at the Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School (WLGOS ) are 
women. Yet traditionally, the programs at WLGOS have been 
unfocused on the problems of any special population. The largest 
vocational program (auto mechanics and woodworking) have not 
attracted the female students, nor have these programs addressed 
the needs of women in the workplace. In at-risk young women, 
establishing career interest and communication skills is crucial to 
their future well-being. 

Expanding options and addressing needs is what the YWCC is 
about. Selected young women, identified as at-risk, complete a 
vocational life-skills program. Emphasis is placed on expanding 
the student's knowledge of the non-traditional job market This 
aspect of the club activities includes field trips, site visits, and 
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internships. With these visits and practical work experience, 
students learn about careers in science, education, technology/ 
computers, communication/media, and marketing. 

As important as this career exposure are the personal im
provement, health and life skills that these women obtain. In order 
to help these women to obtain and to keep jobs, they learn about 
communication skills (verbal and non-verbal), dressing for success, 
and grooming. Health education, including decision making and 
family planning, teaches that these women can make responsible 
and educated life choices. Some of the life skills taught are home 
management, budgeting, apartment location, and day care choices. 

Though the number of club members is limited to a number 
who indicate a level of stability and leadership ability, all young 
women at WLGOS benefit from the organization. One hundred 
percent of the female students attending the school benefit from the 
program by working through one or more of the modules (health, 
personal improvement, life skills or job exploration), attending a 
lecture, participating in the WLGOS Job Fair, and/or being trained 
as a peer group leader. 

More than educating students, the YWCC helps its members 
with something that cannot easily be tested or measured: self
esteem. Confidence and a sense of self-worth are by-products of 
the club activities, these perceptions, in turn, can help these women 
in making successful futures. 

Selection 

Female students are nominated for the Young Women's Ca
reer Club (YWCC) by dorm counselors, teachers, and guidance 
counselors. The club targets Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School 
(WLGOS) girls from disadvantaged counties across South Caro
lina who are interested in pursuing aGED, diploma, or vocational 
certification program but who have not yet decided on career goals 
or plans for continuing their education beyond high school. Priority 
is given to those students who are returning, students who have 
reached a level of stability and students who show leadership 
ability. Those girls in the three WLGOS female clubs who are in 
Phase m of the established programs are selected for interviews. Of 
this number, between 10 and 15 nominees are selected for mem
bership in September. 

These young women participate in all activities of the YWCC, 
specifically, modules enhancing occupational and personal skills 
and exploration of non-traditional careers. Ten of these girls 
complete peer counseling training and serve as group leaders within 
the club for two academic semesters. These students are trained by 
club sponsors from the WLGOS Research & Training Center, 
Psychological/Social Services and University of South Carolina 
graduate students. 
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This "core" team will work with club sponsors during the fall 
to help develop a set of career modules. During the following spring 
semester, other students will be invited to join the club. The new 
students will work through the modules and have the opportunity to 
become team leaders for the following year. 

What Is A Module? 
Activities Of The Young Women's Career Club 

The essential content of the Young Women's Career Club 
(YWCC) project is presented in four modules, or comprehensive 
divisions, (1) body and health, (2) personal improvement, (3) life 
skills, and (4) exploring the non-traditional job market. The goal of 
these modules is development a of vocational/life skills curriculum 
that will expand the career options for the club members. 

Included in the first module, title My Body-My Health. is 
education on specific women's health concerns. Students participate 
in the Girls Club of America program on decision making and 
family planning. Field trips to the Health Department and to the 
Lexington County Women's Qinic help to reinforce the importance 
of body awareness. 

Personal Improyement, another module, includes those skills 
students will need for jobs throughout their employment careers. 
YWCC members learn the importance of personal appearance 
through workshops on grooming anddressingforsuccess. Morever, 
through activities on verbal and non-verbal communication, they 
can see the importance of speech and body language in dealing with 
employees. 

The third division of program activities is called Life Skills. This 
module focuses on everyday concerns of adults: home, finances, 
children. Home Management workshops and budgeting exercises 
give practice with money. Interviews with single parents, day care 
visits, and parenting skills emphasize the planning and patience it 
takes to be a parent. 

Finally, Exnloring the Non-Traditional Job MarJcet uses field 
trips, site visits and internships in order to apprise girls of options 
in career fields they might not be acquainted with. Diverse areas for 
exploration include occupations such as pipe fitter, fire fighters, 
postal worker, and graphic designer. Once a week, students plan 
and organize luncheon meetings featuring speakers from the 
community who hold various jobs. The students also video taped 
interviews with several prominent women in their workplace. They 
met a marine scientist at the University of South Carolina, a 
television producer at South Carolina ETV and a Sled agent among 
others. 

These modules, individually and together, help female students 
with their various vocational, educational, and personal needs. 
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Thus, the YWCC program enpowers participants by increasing 
their level of ambition, enhancing leadership and management 
skills, reinforcing classroom achievement, and teaching social 
skills. 

Young Women's Career Club Modules 

The Young Women's Career Club concentrated on four mod
ules for learning about non-traditional careers and life skills. 

Module 1 - Nop-Traditional Careers 
Guest speakers and field trips included interviews with womeni n 
non-traditional careers. 

Plain-clothes and unifonned policed officers 
SLED agent 
Television commentator 
Lawyer 
Paramedic 
ETV director/producer 
Marine biologist 
Owner, business based day care 
Nurse midwife 
Manager of fast food restaurant 
Owner of car sales company 
Hospital personnel 

public relations 
inventory control 
maintenance 

Airport personnel 
police officer 
security 
food services contract manager 
reservationist 
car rental company manager 
baggage handler 

Module 2 - My Body/My Health 
Guest speakers and workshops dealt with the day-to-day caring of 
personal appearance and grooming. 

Etiquette on the job 
Drugs and Alcohol 

Drunk driving 
Cocaine 
Grooming for employment 
Field trip to beauty salon 

Makeover of hair, nails, and face 
Learning to eat healthy meals 

Module 3 - Ljfe Skills 
This module helped the YWCC members by introducing them to 
the practical aspects of living away from home. 

Job interview skills 

How to select an apartment 
Filling out job applications 
Resume writing 
Job Services field trip 

Job Corps 
Finding the appropriate job 
Looking at skills 
How to use Job Services 

Banking video - Check It Out 
Opening an account 
How to deposit money 
How to write a check 
How to balance a checkbook 
How to open a savings account 

Buying a car 
Driver's Handbook 

Passing the test for a pennit 

Module 4 - Persouallmproyemept 
This module incorporates all of the other three while working with 
the YWCC members on learning about themselves and the commu
nity. 

Appropriate dress for the workplace and leisure 
Voter registration (for those 18) 
Successful relationships 
Field trips 

The State Capitol tour 
State Museum tour 
Creighton Shulls Farms 
Tour of Charleston 
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Arts In Education 
By Johnny Bartley 

On Tuesday. April 9. 1991. three members of the African 
American Dance Ensemble (Durham. N.C.) conducted workshops 
in dance/movement. attire/lye dye. and music/instrument making. 
Students. foster grandparents. faculty. staff. and friends of the 
school delighted in learning about the African culture. 

The operative word was lYm:k in these workshops because ev
eryone actively participated. The sound of the drum. finger harp. 
shakere. hand claps. and chanting seemed to move the participants 
along with ease. The students had the opportunity to help make and 
model clothing in the African Attire workshop. Ms. Bedenbaugh. 
Mrs. Lloyd. and Mr. Kochany hosted the three artists in residence 
for this wonderful day of learning and reflection. 

The funds for this endeavor were provided through a matching 
grant given by the South Carolina Arts Commission. The AlE grant 
is written and coordinated by Ms. Carole Goodson. 

International Day 
By Johnny Bartley 

The second annual presentation of International Day was held 
on April10. The highlights of the festivities were an all day display 
of exhibits in the library and an international food bazaar in the 
cafeteria for lunch. 

The cafeteria staff offered Italian cuisine for the day. The meal 
was complimented by a wide array of foreign dishes from staff and 
several restaurants. The event was coordinated by Johnny Bartley. 
from the Student Affairs Department. 

My Field Trip Experience 
By Tonya Byers, Student 

On the 20th day of March the Young Women•s Career Oub 
went on a field trip to Creighton Shull·s Landscaping and Farm. 
First we saw his farm which has 22 horses. All of our group got to 
ride a horse. and it was a lot of fun. I was scared at first. but it became 
fun. especially after it was over. Mr. Shull also has a place called 
Flowerwood. He has all different kinds of plants and flowers. 

He has a landscaping business also. This is his main business. 
It was very interesting. but looked too difficult for me. I don •t think 
it is something I would like to do because of the hard work outdoors 
and long hours. 
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ETV Producer, Debra Derr, (center) Was 
Interviewed By The Young Women•s Career Club 

Debra Derr Interview 
By Linda Lee 

Call her a walking inspiration. call her a blueprint for your 
lue•s ambition; call her a success story who earned every rung on 
the ladder through trial by fJre. faith in God. and blind determina
tion; call her all of these or none of these. Debra Derr is just what 
the doctor ordered when you stand on the threshold of life. wonder
ing: "What do I want to be when I grow up?" "How will I ever get 
where she is now; any shortcuts?" "What about the defeats. the 
discouragements?" "rm scared to death to go out into the world; on 
the other hand. what she does looks like a piece of cake; what's there 
to be afraid of? How hard can it be?" 

As I interviewed Ms. Derr. an ETV producer. my mind clam
ored for answers to these questions. Not for long. though. Ms. Derr 
wastes no time "getting real." as we say. as she first walks us 
through one of her typical projects as a producer; then later as she 
shares with us some golden nuggets of reality earned through her 
struggle to triumph over defeat and discouragement in her career. 
She lets you know quickly that it is not as easy as it may look. 

"Prayer and air." That•s what kept her going in those days 
when she was driving all the way across town in a broken-down 
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jalopy her mother had provided for her in the eleventh grade to do 
volunteer work at a radio station. We then get a glimpse of 
something else which kept her going-an arresting and refreshing 
sense of humor. "Sometimes r d get dramatic for my friends and 
say: 'No, not another dent!' And they'd say "Get real. Who would 
know?" 

When the going gets tough and you have sardines to eat, if you 
even have sardines, Derr's no-nonsense advice is to get tough: 
"Always keep your goal in front of you. You have choices. Make 
lemonade from those lemons." Of her own personal "lemonade" 
experience as a black female from a fatherless home. You always 
have roadblocks. Sometimes the biggest ones come from you 
yourself. When people say you can 't,know within yourself that you 
can. I have a daughter, and I have a responsibility to show her she 
can." 

At the heart of all this humor and realism, though, is something 
much more commanding, much deeper. You're not around Ms. 
Derr too long before you become aware of her rock-solid faith in a 
higher power: "rm blessed; my aunt keeps my daughter while I 
work ... Death is the great equalizer; you have to remember that 
whether you are dealing with the President of the United States or 
a street derelict You are neither worse nor better than they, and 
death is always what life comes to ... Life is not easy. Don't 
concentrate on your mistakes. It's not the failures that count, just 
what you do with them." 

What a woman! What a testimony! All of a sudden, the 
realization of ourdreamsdoesn 'tseem so remote. Mter all, we have 
received the best of the best in the field of advice. Somehow we 
know it's advice we can count on to be our faithful guide as we 
prepare to throw down the gauntlet in search of our very own dream. 

·Ylfways ~ep your goal in front of you. 
~ ou liave clioices. ~ ou always liave road
owe{(§. Sometimes t!U 6iggest ones come 
from you yourself. Wlien peopCe say you 
can't, ~now witliin yourself tliat you can.· 

Sonya Ashford Interview 
By Linda Lee 

She carries a gun ... She has upset her family and risked losing 
her friends because what she does for a living ... She has put her 
life in danger many times to get a job done, yet she is fiercely 
dedicated to her work. Why on earth? SLED Agent, that's what her 
job is, admittedly, a little unconventional. That's why her brother 
raised such an objection when he learned about her decision to go 
into law enforcement. It is obvious from her account of his distress 
that she is a loved and valued member of her family: "My mother 
and father showed great concern, but they accepted my decision. 
My brother-perhaps because he has been a Project Director at the 
Department of Youth Services for 20 years-couldn't accept the 
fact that rd be bringing a gun home, or that r d be involved in drug 
busts and other kinds of work that can be dangerous. He also asked 
what my friends would say. I told him that my friends are my friends 
anyway, no matter what I do and they'd respect me as long as what 
I'm doing is positive. But I feel fortunate because his reaction 
manifested his love and cqncem for me as his sister. He gradually 
came to accept my decision, too, just as my parents did." 

Ashford began in Narcotics, working undercover for four 
years. For the last two years she has been the Coordinator for the 
DrugAbuseResistanceEducation(DARE)Program,visitingschools 
and teaching young children about the dangers of drugs and 
effective ways to say "No." "We target elementary to junior high 
ages because that's when the temptation and pressure to use drugs 
is most intense." 

When questioned about her opinion of Mayor Marion Berry 
and the impact on our youth, she is worried: "Since he was found 
guilty of only one charge- simple possession of cocaine- and 
acquitted on the others, this sends a message to our kids that it's o.k. 
to grow up and break the law. His acquittal makes it look that way. 
When you are a public figure you have a responsibility to practice 
what you preach. Kids look to me as an example. If I go into the 
schools and preach saying "No," I have a responsibility to practice 
what I preach to them." 

We are anxious to know about the danger, the intrigue, of her 
job. "Actually, my work mostly involves 'buy/bust' situations on 
the street, which involves anywhere from five dollars worth of 
marijuana to two to three ounces of cocaine. Otherwise, in a large 
raid that is a big-time business, the buys may involve numerous 
people and extend over a longer period of time." 

What about male chauvinism? Mter all, there are bound to be 
some situations where male coworkers either resent her or want to 
protect her'? "rll have to say that my male coworkers have no 
hangups about chauvinism. Actually, they are protective of me; 
once in a drug bust as we were preparing to make a raid on a house, 
my partner insisted on going in fust to clear the way for me. I was 
not insulted at this; to the contrary, it made me feel good to know 
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that I was respected and valued as a female coworker. These kinds 
of things are never done in a condescending or insulting manner. 
They know I can do my job; I guess it's just the protective male 
instinct coming out, but I don't resent it, no." 

As we wind up our interview, we see both Agent Ashford's 
maturity, and her pride and dedication to performing her job to the 
best of her ability. She is the kind of representative of our system 
that inspires us to follow her lead and go into a law enforcement 
career. 

Reflections 
In being fortunate enough to have been asked to evaluate the 

Young Women's Career Club (YWCC) here at the Wil Lou Gray 
Opportunity School, I have reflected lately upon the importance of 
young women developing a strong sense of control over their lives. 

We start out in life having no control and too often in our young 
lives, parents and other important people don't often help us to 
develop a healthy sense of self -control. Severe physical punish
ment, verbal abuse like being told "you're stupid, you're worth
less", etc. simply not paying attention or neglecting a child's basic 
needs, denying that a child should even have an opinion or choice, 
and other bad tactics are used by parents. These leave the child 
feeling helpless and victimized or very angry or perhaps vulnerable 
to the negative influence of drugs, criminal behavior, or indiscrimi
nate sex. 

A good example of this is a child of an alcoholic parent who 
never knows what to expect when she comes home. She may shy 
away from everyone because of embarrassment or may "do any
thing" to getaway from home. Many of these children grow up with 
an excessive need for attention and can become extremely depen
dent on other people to make them happy rather than finding 
happiness within themselves. They may become an extremely 
controlling person themselves on the rebound from having no 
control in their early life. When other people don't live up to their 
expectations, then "the world falls apart" and they themselves may 
turn to the very thing they hated so much in their parents or may 
substitute other addictions. 

Being part of a support group such as the YWCC can be of great 
benefit because positive change is emphasized. Becoming more 
familiar with what goes on in the ''normal" adult world, in the 
workplace, in the family, in ordinary social situations gives knowl
edge and knowledge is a powerful tool in helping independence to 
emerge. Exposure to situations where there are accepted standards 
of behavior and learning those behaviors can bring the sense of "I 
can fit in", "I can do this" much closer. 
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Assertiveness and even occasionally some constructive ag
gressiveness is needed in a woman's world today or she is quickly 
taken advantage of. Even simple things like understanding how to 
get a social security card or a refund on an item, the difference 
between a salad fork and dinner fork, or how to eat spaghetti so that 
it doesn't get smeared all over your face can increase one's sense of 
control. "Big items' like interviewing for a job and dealing with the 
public are all built on small blocks of knowledge and a certain 
comfort and adaptability in many different situations. For instance, 
in going to most job interviews, it is not a good idea to wear bright 
purple eye shadow, to chew gum, or to wear so much perfume that 
it knocks people over. 

Going to various places in the community, participating is 
group discussions and decisions, exposure to different jobs and 
people, understanding how to plan and get things done in an orderly 
way, and being given positive attention, are all an important part of 
preparingapersonforasuccessfuladultlife. Theseareallactivities 
promoted by the YWCC. The above activities also help to broaden 
horizons so that little petty problems don't seem quite as important 
or worth getting upset about 

A sense of self -control and well-being means that other people's 
influence is not so important that you will do what they want if you· 
don't want to do it It takes confidenceandlikingyourown opinions 
and yourself to "say no" to drugs, sex, destructive relationships, etc. 
It's easy to say ''yes" and to go along with whatever is asked or 
demanded because you want approval and acceptance from others 
so badly- that's why so many women stick around even after 
being beaten time after time. They usually don't believe they're 
good enough to leave and don't believe they can make it on their 
own. The bad known is safer and more secure for them, they think, 
than the unknown. 

Young women can be subjected to many bad things. Many 
young women at Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School have had 
problems to deal with that many people could not even imagine. 
The YWCC can be a part of turning the tables on "bad" and helping 
the young women to realize that life can be directed in a positive 
direction. With each ounce of knowledge and sense of gaining 
control over one's life, it makes it that much easier for good things 
to fall into place and to keep happening. 

Congratulations on a productive year for the YWCC and my 
best wishes that even TTWre participation will be possible in years 
to come. 

JoAnna K. VanderKolk, M. Ed. 
Certified Rehabilitation Counselor 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
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Notes From ... 
The Center Director 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Aretoday'sgirlsbeingpreparedforyesterday'srealities? This 
question is especially important to us here at Wil Lou Gmy 
Opportunity School. How can we meet the many social, economic 
and academic needs of at risk students estmnged from their fami
lies? Where do girls like ours turn for support for the kinds of things 
that most teenagers take for gmnted? Getting a driver's license or 
a social security card, tmnsportation for health care or taking art or 
music lessons becomes an economic or logistical impossibility 
when you live in a dysfunctional family or a group home. 

We know from research and historical surveys that a majority 
of our female students need to be prepared to be self-supporting 
unless they are willing to accept the marginal existence of public 
assistance progmms. Women are nine times more likely to be single 
parents. Yet, only a small percent will go to college or receive the 
additional tmining needed to compete for higher paying jobs. 
Interventions to help these young women while they are still in high 
school are essential. 

This past year we piloted a new progmm called the Young 
Women's Career Club. Twenty-five girls were involved through
out the year and eleven made it through all the levels to become 
group leaders. The project, funded through a Carl Perkins Sex 
Equity/Displaced Homemaker's grant provided the additional 
counseling and tmining these at risk students needed to complete 
their high school progmm and enter a competitive job markeL The 
articles in this issue focus on this project and the need for compre
hensive progmms that go beyond an academic curriculum. 

An important key to any intervention progmm is staffing. Kim 
Cregger and Betsy Brown, University of South Carolina graduate 
students, served as project counselors. We found in Betsy and Kim, 
group leaders that were willing to go the extm mile, to become the 
"older sister" mentor that is so important to a teenager in search of 
guidance. The counselors helped them with their hair and clothes, 
corrected their gmmmar, and tmnsported them to part-time jobs 
and/or wherever else they needed to go after school. Models from 
the Millie Lewis Agency taught the girls fashion and grooming. 
They were given extensive career counseling and testing through 
Vocational Rehabilitation, our sister agency in this projecL They 
developed resumes and had practice in filling out applications and 
interviewing. They had weekly field trips, visited Charleston and 
some of the students saw the ocean for the frrst time. Every Tuesday 
they invited professional women to have lunch here at the school 
and talk about jobs and career preparation. They met female 
doctors, attorneys, television producers, mechanics, scientists, art
ists and other fascinating women with non-tmditional jobs. They 
helped plan and host a school-wide job fair. 

They all had internships -unpaid but real jobs none the less, 
with time sheets and evaluations in places where people depended 
on them. Two girls helped lead a Brownie scout troop. Kim and 
Betsy talked with them about their goals and personal responsibilities. 
The curriculum covered drugs, alcohol, pregnancy reduction, Aids, 
smoking and other subjects that might eventually determine their 
quality of life. 

During the year we all began to observe changes in the girls. At 
frrst it was subtle, less anger and foul language, more coopemtion 
and interest in classes. Their teachers began asking about the group 
and commenting on improved attitudes and gmdes. 

Eleven girls made it through the entire process completing the 
requirements for group leadership. They leave us with work 
experience, a resume, a brief case, interview outfits and a five year 
plan with goals and stmtegies to help them stay focused. We feel 
that becauseofthe YWCC experience these girls have a much better 
chance of succeeding. 

Our suggestions for anyone interested in starting a similar 
program are these: (1) The program must have strong energetic role 
models; (2) must have practical applications; (3) must be interesting 
and fun; and ( 4) must have both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. Self 
esteem is best fueled by tangible products and positive experiences. 
We have borrowed the motto from the Girl's Club of America that 
expresses our philosophy for the students participating in the 
Young Women's Career Club that we hope they always remember, 
"It doesn't matter where a girl comes from, as long as she knows 
where she is going." 
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The Young Women's Career Club Explored Non-Traditional 
Careers For Women, Members Are Shown Interviewing Leslie 
Sauter, Marine Biologist At The University or South Carolina. 
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