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It doesn’t take much to lose footing

on a slippery slope.

Dionne lives, as she describes it,

“in the ghetto” and attends what she

calls a “ghetto school.” There were

“more kids in the hall than in the

class.” When she started high school,

Dionne was one of the students in 

the class. By her sophomore year, she

switched sides – “hanging out with my

friends,” first in the halls, then at home.

She never dropped out; she said she

just “stopped going to school.” She

returned for a few days, then stayed 

out because she knew she “was gonna

fail anyway.” 

After a semester out of school,

hanging out lost its allure. Her friends

decided to return to school – an alter-

native school. Dionne joined them.

“I remembered a goal I set myself: to

be the first woman in my family to

graduate from high school without 

having a baby.” Driven by this goal,

Dionne committed herself to the

school’s extended-day schedule, required

after-school homework hours, and an

internship. She didn’t always like it, but

the “teachers worked as hard as I did to

get me to graduate.” She graduated

from high school and enrolled in college.

This pathway to a high school 

credential – slipping in and out of school

– is not an uncommon story in high-

poverty minority communities where

youth who graduate from high school

on time beat the odds. But the faces

missing from high school graduations

across the country are not all Black and

Brown, and the high schools losing

youth are not all in the inner city.

Approximately 30 percent of youth,

nationally, do not graduate in the stan-

dard number of years (Greene 2001),

many because of interruptions in their

education. Across the country, there 

are a lot of Dionnes.

Like Dionne, many youth we con-

sider to be dropouts do not label them-

selves that way; they have just “stopped

going to school.” Whatever their reason

for leaving high school, they have not

given up on their education. According

to a recent Jobs for the Future report

(Almeida, Johnson & Steinberg 2006),

close to 60 percent of students who

leave high school eventually earn a high

school credential, mostly GEDs.

Unfortunately, this persistence does

not pay long-term dividends for most

of the youth. The pathways they follow

Changing the Landscape of Opportunity
for Vulnerable Youth

Lucretia Murphy 

A national effort now being implemented in five cities demonstrates ways to provide

alternative pathways for students who are struggling or who have left school. 
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to earning a high school credential do

not adequately prepare them for the

twenty-first-century economy. A GED 

is often not sufficient to secure a well-

paying job. And only 10 percent of

dropouts who earn a secondary creden-

tial and enroll in college obtain a degree.

The challenge, then, is for communities

to develop an education system that

makes good on the promise of educational

opportunity for all youth. (Almeida,

Johnson & Steinberg 2006)

Admittedly, this is a tall order.

High-quality education has, traditionally,

not been equally accessible to all youth.

And in this era of accountability, the

stakes are high. Districts must decrease

the numbers of youth dropping out 

of school while, at the same time,

increasing the levels of achievement for

all youth. States and communities are

beginning to address this dual agenda

through reform efforts that focus on

improving the quality – and quantity –

of learning options for youth who leave

high school, while heightening the stan-

dard of quality in high school education.

Clearly, changing the landscape 

of educational opportunity is a difficult

and important challenge for K–12

reform. This is not, however, the work

of districts alone. The agencies, organi-

zations, and alternative schools and

programs forming the fragile safety 

net for the youth who stop going to

school should be collaborators in

reforms to improve the education out-

comes for their charges. A national 

initiative currently under way in five

cities – the Strategic Assessment

Initiative – shows the potential power

of such cross-sector reform.

Launched in January 2005 and

funded through a co-investment by

Carnegie Corporation of New York, the

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and
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adaptable enough to allow the initiative

to be a “place of convergence for a lot

of issues.” 

Lessons about Systemic Reform
While the work on the ground in these

communities continues to deepen and

evolve, early lessons have emerged.

These lessons are not meant as a blue-

print for success, but as instructive sign-

posts for communities ready to advance

a systemic reform agenda on behalf of

the youth often hidden from view.

The prominence of high school

reform presents an opportunity

to bring visibility and new attention

to struggling students and out-of-

school youth. 

With all eyes on high schools, there is 

a moment of opportunity to shine the

spotlight on the educational needs of

struggling students and out-of-school

youth. Strategic use of data is a power-

ful tool for making the needs of this

often invisible and silenced population

of young people visible and pressing 

for district and community leaders. To

make the case for action, the data has

to be compelling and credible; getting

the data “right” can be challenging.

The work in Boston exemplifies

the potential power of data to generate

attention and action on behalf of 

out-of-school youth. Led by the Boston

Private Industry Council, the Youth

Transitions partnership in Boston 

the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation,

the initiative enables a small number of

cities that had already begun to address

the educational and social needs of the

struggling students and dropouts in their

communities to become more strategic

and systemic in their approach to

reform. Jobs for the Future serves as the

national intermediary for the initiative.

The work in the five participating

cities – Boston; New York; Philadelphia;

Portland, Oregon; and San Jose –

demonstrates how cross-system collab-

oration can advance reforms to improve

opportunities and outcomes for strug-

gling students and out-of-school youth.

Even though these communities differ

in context and strategies for reform,

each has gained significant traction on

this reform agenda by anchoring the

work to a common framework empha-

sizing the strategic use of data, invest-

ment in quality learning options, the

identification and promotion of policies 

supporting reform, and the mobilization

of key stakeholders to build public will

and commitment to improving oppor-

tunities for vulnerable youth. As an

educator in one site articulated, the

framework was both coherent and

The work in Boston; New York; Philadelphia; Portland, Oregon;

and San Jose – demonstrates how cross-system collaboration 

can advance reforms to improve opportunities and outcomes for

struggling students and out-of-school youth.
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collaborated with researchers from the

Center for Labor Market Studies (CLMS)

to make visible the scope of the prob-

lem and the consequences experienced

by dropouts in the community. CLMS

analyzed state department of education

and U.S. census data to reveal the num-

bers of youth leaving high school each

year without a diploma (1,200–1,600)

and the numbers of sixteen- to twenty-

four-year-olds in the population without

a high school diploma or a GED

(approximately 8,000).

The report, “Too Big to Be Seen”

(Boston Youth Transitions Task Force

2006) was presented to the Boston

School Committee and had a galvaniz-

ing effect on the members. They agreed

that the numbers were too high and

the consequences too grave not to take

action on this issue. The school com-

mittee formed the Dropout Task Force,

which included district and non-district

partners, that will “own the problem”

of dropouts, using data to guide preven-

tion and early-intervention strategies in

the district.

District “insiders” can expand high

school reform to make the educa-

tional needs of vulnerable youth

central to the work of the district.

Even recognizing that all youth-serving

systems bear responsibility for the edu-

cational opportunity and outcomes of

youth, leaders have found that making

major inroads on the dropout problem

is not possible without district atten-

tion to this population of youth. New

York and Portland illustrate what is 

possible when district “insiders” place

struggling students and out-of-school

youth at the center of the high school

reform agenda.

New York’s experience demon-

strates the potential for even the largest

of districts to reframe existing reform 

to embed strategies and options for

struggling students and dropouts.

An analysis of district data led by the

Multiple Pathways to Graduation Office

of the New York City Department of

Education revealed that 68,000 of

approximately 300,000 high school

youth were over-age for grade and sig-

nificantly behind in credits; the majority

of these students were not graduating.

The findings from this analysis

shaped investments and new program-

ming models in concert with key non-

district partners to develop and support

a system addressing both dropout 

prevention and recovery to offer multiple

pathways to graduation. A population

of youth once marginalized – some

even argued the population was “pushed

out” of high school and the benefits of

high school reform – has moved to the

center of district reform efforts.

Portland’s superintendent, Vicki

Phillips, made a commitment to create

multiple pathways to a high school

diploma to ensure that all students
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would graduate from high school ready

for college and work. To support this

vision, she placed the Office of Education

Options within a newly staffed-up

Office of Secondary Education, bringing

together key secondary reform leaders

able to coordinate efforts of the district,

community-based organizations, and

other alternative education providers

on behalf of vulnerable youth.

As a result of this organization, the

community-based alternative programs

are now part of the high school reform

career pathways and have a dedicated

team of special educators. The district

also allocated additional start-up dollars

to expand alternative programming 

as part of a portfolio of high school

options. The allocation of district dollars

to support alternative programming

allowed the Portland Schools Foun-

dation, district partner and leader of the

Connected by 25 Initiative, to leverage

additional philanthropic support, further

increasing the supply of educational

options for out-of-school youth.

Outsiders can be a catalyst

for district action to address

concerns for dropouts. 

For many years, the prevalent view has

been that dropping out is confined to 

a small group of young people: poor,

Black, and Brown youth. Given that

view, it has often fallen to community

organizations and educators outside

the district to champion the cause of

equity and educational opportunities.

Having toiled in the shadows to 

educate vulnerable youth, “outsiders”

are now positioned for the limelight as

districts grapple with the challenge of

serving these youth.

In San Jose, People Acting in

Community Together, a key member of

the city’s Alternative Education Collabo-

rative (AEC), led community organizing

and engagement that proved to be a

powerful outsiders’ strategy: building

demand for quality options to serve 

the youth most often left behind and

securing commitments from districts

and the county to increase the avail-

ability of such options. Other partners

coordinated a strategic “support” 

campaign – developing high-quality

learning options. Community-based

organizations with long histories of

working with high-risk youth stepped

in to bridge the gap in starting schools

and expanding programming to 

support efforts to meet the education

needs of struggling youth.

These new schools integrate inno-

vative youth development strategies

with curriculum that is aligned with 

the state’s standards, but particularly

adapted to the socio-cultural, linguistic,

developmental, and academic needs

and assets of Hispanic youth, the group
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most directly affected by the dropout

crisis. Through the work of the AEC,

emerging best practices in these schools,

including the integration of rigorous

academics and youth development

activities, as well as culturally relevant

curriculum and pedagogy, are included

in professional development for schools

in partnering districts.

Collaboration is vital to create and

support innovative educational

options for struggling students and

out-of-school youth.

The needs of young people who cycle

in and out of school vary, but consis-

tently they need more than “reading,

writing, and arithmetic” to achieve their

educational potential. The success of

new options for these youth depends

on achieving the appropriate balance of

academic press and intensive support

in these schools. One key strategy for

accomplishing this balance is through a

partnership of schools and community-

based organizations.

Philadephia’s Youth Transitions

Collaborative builds on years of success-

ful collaboration among key partners

through the Philadelphia Youth Council.

Coming together at a common table

focused on out-of-school youth, the

collaborative works across systems to

address key issues of mutual concern,

including sustaining the city’s Youth

Opportunity Grant–funded community-

based youth centers and building

capacity to support the successful com-

munity reintegration of youth returning

from delinquent placement.

As a result of the active, high-profile

involvement of the school district,

issues of struggling and out-of-school

youth have also become an integral

component of the school district’s high

school reform agenda. Data analysis

documenting the credit profiles and

It has often fallen to community

organizations and educators outside

the district to champion the cause of

equity and educational opportunities.

“Outsiders” are now positioned for

the limelight as districts grapple with

the challenge of serving these youth.
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agency involvement of struggling stu-

dents and out-of-school youth have led

directly to the design of high-quality

educational options that target the

specific learning needs of these young

people, creating an integrated approach

to multiple pathways and alternative

educational options.

A staffed partnership is critical 

for sustaining this systemic reform

agenda.

Every community has individuals and

organizations that are committed to

improving outcomes for these youth.

But many do not have a table where

these entities can come together, align

their work, and amplify their voices to

gain traction on this complex agenda.

To create such a table, experienced and

savvy leaders in Philadelphia, Boston,

and San Jose drew on long-standing

partnerships with deep roots in school-

to-career and youth workforce develop-

ment and, in the case of San Jose, gang

prevention and intervention, to bring

various advocates and experienced 

service providers together and use this

moment of opportunity to raise the

issue of struggling and out-of-school

students higher on the radar of key 

district leaders.

In New York and Portland, the

shape of the partnerships was driven in

part by rapidly unfolding school reform

efforts. The New York partnership

brought together key players inside and

outside the Department of Education

to work together on issues emerging in

the implementation of expanded options

while strengthening their individual

capacities to support struggling students

and out-of-school youth. Collectively,

this partnership has become a more

effective engine for moving this work

forward.

Portland’s effort, meanwhile, built

on a culture of collaboration and the

momentum created by new district

leadership to bring cross-sector leaders

with decision-making authority to the

table. The partnership there became a

catalyst for innovative partnerships

committed to cross-sector collaboration

and enhancing options for struggling

students and out-of-school youth.

In each community, staffed partner-

ships were able to broker relationships

and build consensus on a shared agenda.

The sophisticated lead organizations

protected and moved a common agenda

in each community that was necessarily

greater than the sum of its parts.

Towards Sustainability 
Delivering on the promise of quality

options to graduation for all youth

means changing the entire landscape of

educational opportunity for the most

vulnerable – a long-term commitment

that depends on innovative and collab-

orative local action. This article shares

the lessons learned from five such

Delivering on the promise of quality

options to graduation for all youth

means changing the entire landscape 

of educational opportunity for 

the most vulnerable – a long-term

commitment that depends on innova-

tive and collaborative local action.
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efforts; promising work is emerging in

many other communities across the

country, as well. Taking advantage of

their unique strengths and assets, these

communities are embracing or expand-

ing reforms to begin to address long-

standing concerns about the education

needs of vulnerable youth.

Sustaining reforms has proven to

be a vexing challenge for educators –

particularly at the district level. Histori-

cally, states and districts have not

always worked together to implement

education reform. State reforms can 

die at the district level because of a

reluctance or lack of capacity at the

local level to implement state mandates.

Conversely, district reform efforts often

push against state policies that constrain

local innovations. For district reforms

on behalf of vulnerable youth to hold,

there must be a nexus between district

and state reform policy.

A joint effort of Achieve Inc. and

Jobs for the Future, funded by Carnegie

Corporation of New York, is attempting

to build such a state and local nexus 

for reform. The project, Staying the

Course: High Standards and Improved

Graduation Rates, is working in three

states – Indiana, Kentucky, and Mass-

achusetts – to coordinate and align

efforts at the state and district levels to

increase educational opportunities and

graduation rates for low-income and

minority youth within a high-stakes

environment. Ideally, what will emerge

is a close coordination between pro-

grammatic and policy innovation, with

state policy and regulation supporting

districts to build their data infrastructure,

their range of pathways and options for

high school–aged students, and their

high school improvement, restructuring,

and reform initiatives in ways that

enable and sustain solutions to the

dropout crisis – at scale.

In any context, high school reform

is a daunting task. In an era of high-stakes

accountability, improving the educa-

tional outcomes for vulnerable youth 

is a particularly ambitious goal. But the

renewed commitment of states and

districts to educational opportunities

for all youth offers promise for realizing

the goal, even as we recognize that

significant challenges remain in taking

reforms to scale and sustaining multiple

pathways and options that provide for

educational opportunity for all youth.

Though the journey is long, the impera-

tive for action is clear. As James Baldwin

reminded us, “These are all our children.

We will all profit by, or pay for, whatever

they become.”
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