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Context for Envisioning a System for Investing in Youth

Meeting Summary Draft • October 9, 2003

On July 31 and August 1st 2003, Jobs for the Future and the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform convened a meeting entitled “Envisioning a System for Investing in Youth.” With support
from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, the meeting brought together 35 practice and thought
leaders who are actively engaged in high school reform and/or in creating community supports and
opportunities and realigning social structures to serve young people. Participants were drawn from
two networks: Jobs for the Future’s From the Margins to the Mainstream initiative and the
Annenberg Institute’s School Communities that Work Task Force on the future of urban districts.1

The two-day meeting focused on the question of what it would take to build and manage a system of
multiple learning options that put all young people, especially those least-served by our current
system, onto pathways to high school diplomas and postsecondary credentials. Several underlying
assumptions framed the agenda:

• A growing momentum for high school reform in urban centers opens the possibility of
developing more varied and effective learning options, especially for young people who have
become disengaged from school.

• Urban school districts are not currently structured to support and sustain high quality learning
options for all the young people in their boundaries.

• A local education support system could be designed not only to support and sustain such
options, but also to align the broader set of supports and opportunities that will result in low-
income and minority youth being “connected by 25.”

The premise of the meeting was that current reform momentum and innovation will stall in the
absence of a broader vision of what the Annenberg Institute calls a “local education support system”
or JFF calls “multiple pathways.” In her opening remarks, Adria Steinberg of Jobs for the Future
challenged participants to spend the day and a half working on a thought problem together: How
can we use what is happening on the ground to inform a vision of a system of multiple pathways and
how could the vision in turn help to sharpen and reshape what is happening on the ground?

Four Hubs of Activity
To anchor the conversation, an opening panel featured four presenters, each representing a different
“hub of activity” that is creating openings for building a system of more effective learning options.
The hubs include:

• School District-led High School Reform

• Charters/Small Schools Movement

• Alternative education/Drop-out Prevention/Recovery

• Youth Serving Agencies and After-School

                                                
1 To learn more about each of these initiatives please see Jobs for the Future website www.jff.org and the School

Communities that Work website www.schoolcommunities.org.
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School District-led High School Reform
Warren Simmons, the executive director of the Annenberg Institute, described the effort to redesign
high schools, principally the Schools for a New Society initiative in seven cities sponsored by the
Carnegie Corporation of New York. Simmons noted that high schools are a “formidable but largely
dysfunctional community resource.” He pointed to progress that reformers are making in changing
the structure of high schools, largely by creating smaller schools or small learning communities
within schools. However, the challenge is to redesign districts to support reinvented high schools and
specifically to manage a portfolio of school options that ensures equity for all young people.

Simmons suggested two promising areas for future efforts. First, reformers could work more closely
with municipal leaders to help them understand reforms and support the reforms with policy.
Second, we need to pay more attention to the organizations (Simmons calls them “local education
support networks) that partner with districts and communities to manage schools. These
organizations tend to have very uneven resources and capacities. To ensure equity within a district it
will be necessary to develop and build the political, organizational and social resources of such
organizations.

Charters/Small Schools Movement
Don Shalvey, the CEO and co-founder of Aspire Public Schools, described the current moment in
the movement to create charter schools. Half of the 2,700 charter schools are in four states, Texas,
Arizona, California, and Florida. The theory of action behind the chartering movement is a market
approach, which posits that competition will result in better schools and that pressure from those
outside the system will encourage change in the system. The charter movement is now in its second
wave, Shalvey said, shifting from “mom and pop” operations to management organizations that
provide services to a number of schools.

Shalvey classified these organizations into four types: back-office providers, which provide services
like financial management yet remain agnostic about the educational program; networks, in which
schools are essentially independent of one another; franchises, which provide consistency in the
education program but not much control over business functions; and wholly owned and operated
schools, such as those managed by Aspire, which provide a consistent education program and
economies of scale in financial operations.

The emergence of the management organizations has led to several trends in the charter movement.
One is the emergence of “portfolios” of schools; in Sacramento, Shalvey noted, one neighborhood
contains schools operated by six chartering operations. Another is the growth of mayor-initiated
schools. Yet it is unclear what the “tipping point” is: the point at which charters provoke change in
school districts. Moreover, Shalvey pointed out that we need to differentiate between two different
types of tipping points—the tipping point to create policy change may be easier to reach than the
tipping point to impact basic changes in practice.

Alternative Education/Drop-out Prevention/Recovery
Pointing to the continuing need for innovative programming for dropouts, Ann Higdon, the
president of Improved Solutions for Urban Systems (ISUS), described and drew lessons from her
efforts to create a successful alternative school in Dayton, OH, a system where over half the students
do not graduate. After several years of collaborating with a district that saw her program as “an
imposition to the school system”, Higdon was able to use Ohio’s charter school law and strong
support from the business community to gain the resources, independence, and flexibility to grow
and stabilize the school. ISUS Trade and Technology Preparatory Charter School, which serves
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dropouts and near dropouts, offers young people an opportunity to earn a high school diploma and
college credits, while making progress toward nationally recognized certification in either the
construction or computer industries.

Higdon noted that the school’s dual focus on rebuilding blighted neighborhoods and recovering
dropouts led to strong partnerships with the business community and alliances with politically
influential individuals and groups. ISUS plans to open five additional campuses has sparked renewed
interest from the district, yet its’ strongest supporters remain those in the business rather than the
educational sector. In Higdon’s view the school system’s ability to develop innovative programming
for dropouts is hampered by a bureaucracy that changes very slowly and makes it near impossible to
take advantage of “real-time opportunities” to leverage resources and create the cross-sector
partnerships key to the success of programs for disconnected youth.

Youth Serving Agencies and After-School
Richard Murphy, vice president and director of the center for youth development and policy
research at the Academy for Educational Development, talked about the advances and ongoing
challenges facing the after-school movement. Over the years, the after-school movement has gained
public support, recognition among powerbrokers, and credibility with practice and policy leaders.
For example, the California ballot resolution to provide after-school programming across the state
was backed by Arnold Schwarzenegger, and supported by 68% of the public even though the state
was facing a severe budget deficit.

The youth development and after-school agendas have been the focus of a number of high profile
meetings and leaders are now invited to sit at tables such as the one set by this meeting. Yet for all its
progress the after-school movement still faces serious challenges. After-school programming lacks a
supportive infrastructure or system and lacks an organized constituency at the local level. In
addition, noted Karen Pittman, the executive director of the Forum for Youth Investment and the
moderator of the session, the public generally believes that the best after-school programs have to
offer is safety and supervision rather than an important opportunity for youth to gain much needed
skills. “When push comes to shove, people are not willing to put up real dollars for after-school
programs,” Murphy said, even when expected returns include such highly valued goals as academic
improvements and reductions in juvenile crime.

Working Across Hubs: Two Community Stories
To provide an overview of the hubs as they come together in particular cities, Larry Myatt of the
High School Renewal Office of the Boston Public Schools and Steve Jubb of the Bay Area Coalition
of Equitable Schools in Oakland described the reform efforts in their communities.

Boston
The goal of Boston’s high school reform effort, said Myatt, is to provide a variety of options for
young people, including small learning communities within large high schools and “pilot schools,”
or district-run charters, of which there are currently 19. Pilot status gives school leaders control over
critical functions including staffing and budgeting. In a bold step, the district has also converted two
large underperforming high schools into educational complexes each housing 3 new autonomous
small schools. The first of these converted education complexes is already showing positive signs of
increased student attendance, parent participation, and lowered student failure rates.
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According to Myatt, the progress of the reform effort has benefited a great deal from a
superintendent who has “endured, persevered, and provided unprecedented stability” for the district,
from an active High School Renewal Office headed up by Kathi Mullin, who has a long history of
working with high schools in the district as part of the school-to-career movement, and from a group
of involved reform partners. Still the reform initiative faces some daunting challenges. Foremost, is a
budget deficit, which is resulting in “unprecedented layoffs” and fueling union resistance to a small
school movement that they view as a strategy to undermine union rules and power. Another is what
Myatt terms, “capillary building”—the need to recognize the importance to the community of the
“cultural glue” created by big sporting events and musical/theatrical productions characteristic of
large comprehensive high schools.

Complicating matters, the district has not yet hammered out a fully cohesive policy on small schools;
“above all, we don’t want to reinvent the small comprehensive high school.” Finally, Myatt
acknowledged that the current reform efforts are missing a substantial number of young people. “A
large number of students are on the margin. We don’t know enough about who they are and why
they are on the margin. We surmise that small schools are better landing pads, but we don’t know
enough about the range of services these students need or how to bring them into the school.”

Oakland
In Oakland, the reform effort began when Oakland Community Organization (OCO) a local
community organization, angered about inadequate, overcrowded schools and about being rebuffed
by the school district approached BayCES, a reform-support organization to help them start a small
elementary school. After attempting unsuccessfully to work with the school district and union, the
group turned to charters and was ultimately awarded six charters and actually opened 3 small
schools. However, they soon came up against the challenge of starting and sustaining grassroots
charters with limited resources and infrastructure, and concluded that this strategy was not going to
provide the needed systemic reform.

By building alliances with leaders at the central office and organizing within the teacher’s union,
BayCES, partnering with OCO, was able to hammer out an explicit partnership with the Oakland
Unified School District, which created an opening for more broad-based reform. This unique
partnership has lead to the opening of 14 new small autonomous schools in Oakland since 2000,
with plans to open 30 more, including 22 high schools by 2008. As in Boston, a low-performing
large comprehensive high school was reconstituted and now houses five small autonomous schools.
In the first cohort of small schools achievement is up, attendance of teachers and students is up
dramatically and attrition is down.

Jubb contrasted systems change approaches based on a market paradigm versus a community
development paradigm. The community development approach, he said, is based on the idea that
system transformation is a social and political problem, not a technical problem, and that without
political power choice will only benefit the elite few. “Choice without the opportunity to exercise it
is not going to help. Increasing political pressure and holding the educational system accountable for
equitable opportunity is as equally important as having choices. . . Educators and families have to
build it together to ensure responsive and fairness.”

Current challenges include an 82 million dollar deficit that has resulted in layoffs and increasing
union inflexibility, within the context of a state takeover of the school district, and the burden of
debt repayment. Despite the lack of reform leadership within the union and the fact that most of the
partnership’s allies have left the central office, the partnership has a number of assets, including
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alliances with other community based organizations strong in educational organizing and continued
demand from the community for more small schools.

A Fifth Hub?
A small group discussion among a group of participants all of whom are involved in some form of
chartering effort brought up the possibility that neighborhood re-development/community long-
range planning may be another hub of activity that can be harnessed on behalf of youth. As Dennis
Palmer Wolf described in notes that she took on this session, “the discussions about this new hub
were very heady -- six pages of opportunities, one page of risks.”

Palmer Wolf further characterizes it as a hub "at promise" providing opportunities to build the well-
being of kids, and thus a community, into the infrastructure of urban redevelopment-- particularly if
the youth supports (Y, decent jobs, connections to cultural institutions like libraries) are there from
the beginning and if you can establish clear K–12 paths and community investment in students'
growth along a number of dimensions. It is also, notes Palmer Wolf, a hub that brings risks,
particularly as it plays out in cities investing heavily in "new" mixed income strategies. Protecting the
lower-income residents of such new developments will require a new social contract. If residents are
being asked/forced to be the lower end of the mixed income strategy (e.g., highly vulnerable to being
marginalized, out resourced, etc), then families deserve in return a much better system of
opportunities for their children—in and out of school.

The conversation at the Envisioning meeting began to sketch out the elements that should be a part
of this social contract, particularly as it rolls out in a place-based partnership between school and
housing developers and local communities.

Opportunities and Challenges
What will it take to build connections across hubs of activity and create a seamless web of
opportunities for young people? Participants at the conference met in small groups to consider the
opportunities and challenges they face.

Participants from each of the hubs agreed that the track record of their initiatives and the current
situation cities find themselves in present numerous opportunities for the development of a more
coherent set of learning opportunities for youth. Among them are:

The timing is propitious. A number of trends are converging to move investment in youth higher
on the agenda. For example, data from No Child Left Behind are likely to show that large numbers
of schools are failing to make “adequate yearly progress” in improving performance, placing a
premium on new strategies. At the same time, the budget crisis in most states is, perhaps
paradoxically, creating an opportunity because business as usual is no longer an option. In addition,
there is a growing interest in the links between education and community development; a range of
community agencies in a number of cities are creating new learning environments as part of efforts
to redevelop neighborhoods.

There is strong agreement on the principles of a system for youth. Participants generally agreed
that there should be a wide variety of educational options, from among which students can choose;
that money should follow the student; that every student should be accounted for at least through
young adulthood, and that education agencies should be accountable for the outcomes they produce;
and that the community should participate in, if not lead, the governance of the educational options.
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However, the agreement on the principles masks possible disagreement over how they might look in
practice. And, even if educators could agree on the elements of a system, implementing the
principles will require a substantial investment in new tools and infrastructure that most cities
currently lack; for example, accounting for each young person will require data systems that can
track youths across sectors, and few cities have such a capability right now.

Strong models exist in each of the hubs. Leaders in each sector have been entrepreneurial: they have
been willing to take bold steps, they have reached out to a range of partners, and they have been
responsive to community “demand.” The new schools and after-school programs have created new
educational and even architectural models that are far beyond anything the traditional education
system has tried. They have forged links with businesses and community organizations to gain
additional support and resources and expand learning beyond the school walls. And, as a result, they
have earned intense loyalty from parents and the community.

Yet while these opportunities appear to offer hope, practitioners from all of the hubs noted a number
of challenges they face, such as:

The hubs face strong resistance. As the examples from the hubs make clear, the entrenched
education bureaucracy has been relatively impervious to pressure to change. But the system could
also oppose a new approach. Teacher unions are against many alternatives, like charter schools,
because they consider them a threat to their membership and their power. At a time of shrinking
budgets, such opposition could crush plans for wider options or changing financing arrangements.
One participant also referred to the “Napster” phenomenon, in which major companies succeeded in
killing a popular alternative that they saw as undercutting their business.

The measures of success are defined rather narrowly. In large part because of No Child Left
Behind, test scores are now the only outcome public officials look for in an educational program.
But many of the programs in each of the hubs aim to improve a broad range of youth outcomes.
They fear that they will not survive unless they can raise test scores, which may lead them to
compromise their missions.

The hubs are fragmented. Partly by design, each of the hubs consists of independent entities that
developed within their own communities, and, although there are informal networks among them,
the hubs do not represent “systems.” Moreover, there are few if any formal connections between
hubs, and thus little opportunity for the hubs to learn from one another. And issues of race and
ethnicity, as well as other political concerns, make coalition-building difficult.

Leadership remains uncertain. Now, even within a community, each of the hubs operates
separately; there is no overarching structure to oversee them. Several participants suggested that
mayors could play that role and be held accountable for the outcomes. But one noted that mayors
see many of the hubs not as solutions to the problem of what to do for youth, but rather as ways to
plug holes in the system.

Political Will
In the end, participants said, what it takes to connect different hubs of activity into a coherent set of
opportunities for youth is political will. Clarence Stone, a research professor at George Washington
University, defined political will as “a channel of action based on the strategic alignment of capacity
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and purposeful engagement.” Stone likened reform efforts to a chess game—it’s not how you move
single pieces but how you orchestrate the pieces together.

Based on his study of educational change in eleven cities, Stone said political will comes about
through the alignment of “structural capacities,” which include a cross-sector coalition, policy
experts, effective management, and a cooperative target constituency. And, he said, successful efforts
framed the issue in a way that highlighted the urgency of action, imbued problem-solving effort with
credibility, built momentum, and sustained the change by institutionalizing it. Stone warned of the
danger of emphasizing how terrible things are since people are easily discourage and can conclude
that the problem is so bad and so huge that no solution is possible. Linking a problem with a
solution has to come fairly quickly.

Final Reflections: Where to Go From Here
Several participants offered reflections on the meeting and on possible next steps:

Cliff Johnson, the Executive Director of the Institute for Youth, Education, and Families at the
National League of Cities reminded us that many others in the community, including civic leaders,
would not view our conversations through the same lens and that we need to become more articulate
and persuasive about what is wrong with what he calls the “leaky roof analogy”. The idea that our
education system is leaking and in the short run we can pull out some buckets, such as charters and
alternatives, but in the long run what we want to do is fix the roof.

Johnson recognized the challenge of connecting the hubs on a program integration level. He
suggested that starting by considering bilateral connections—that is, focusing efforts to create
connections on two hubs instead of four—could be very helpful in practical ways. Finally he offered
three ideas for promising realms of experimentation in the near future:

§ Finding places to develop portfolios of schools with common financing, knowledge development
and capacity-building mechanisms;

§ Developing cross-institution data collection for tracking and accountability across hubs

§ Mixing public engagement and community organizing to shape more durable mechanisms to
foster shared responsibility and accountability that could dramatically strengthen community
supports for learning over time.

Elliot Washor articulated the need for an “open sector” where there is space for these kinds of cross-
hub conversations. He suggested that timing is key in the policy “dance” that we could become
much better at capitalizing on and leveraging policy opportunities. Washor also reminded people
that civic leaders may not respond to the idea of new programs but when they see a new building
and recognize what it adds to the community they become much more engaged and supportive. We
need, said Washor, to take advantage of these “edifice complexes.”

Milbrey McLaughlin believes that cross-hub conversations are very important, but sees them as
challenging to do. She offered the following ideas:

§ An independent group of policy experts to assess performance of learning environments as a way
out of the our current “accountability bog”;
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§ Continuing cross hub conversations, with a recognition that these are not just different
communities of practice, but “different communities of explanation” and therefore will need
time to develop a common explanation of events and shared knowledge;

§ Gathering data and documenting across different hubs/communities; and

§ Turning to effective advocacy organizations to help by forming temporary alliances that lead to
common explanations and sense of responsibility.

Karen Pittman suggested that we need to think about what the overlapping public ideas are and
what the moving trains are to plan future meetings around. She suggested that a logical next step
would be for a small group to meet and make recommendations about how to continue the
knowledge sharing and idea generation begun in this meeting.


