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The last five years have seen an explosion of interest in—and 

concern about—graduation rates as a critical indicator of high 

school success. Municipal, school district, and community 

leaders nationwide have begun to grapple with the dropout 

challenge—in stark contrast to five years ago, when the issue 

garnered little systemic attention. This inattention was due, 

in part, to a long-held belief that the problem was not that 

big and that there was little that could be done. There was 

limited public discourse on the dropout problem and, as a 

consequence, no coordinated strategy for investment and 

action.  

Today, cities across the country seeking a coordinated 

strategic approach look to Philadelphia, where a sustained 

cross-sector collaborative—Project U-Turn—has made 

significant advances in putting struggling students and out-

of-school youth on the public radar and improving options 

for that population. This paper tells the story of Project 

U-Turn, which has organized to develop political ownership, 

multi-sector action, and widespread public understanding 

around that goal. It has been credited with galvanizing the 

Philadelphia community to address the dropout crisis: it has 

gathered data on the size and scope of the dropout problem, 

publicized the issue, and undertaken strategic action to 

increase the options for this population. The Philadelphia 

Youth Network (PYN), a local youth education and workforce 

development organization, has served as the coordinating 

intermediary. 

The collaboration’s efforts are already producing results: the 

number of schools for off-track and out-of-school youth—

called Accelerated Schools in Philadelphia—has grown from 

one to thirteen in this five-year period; and public and private 

resources raised to support reengagement and more effective 

education for these young people have reached $73 million. 

In addition, Philadelphia’s graduation rate has gradually 

increased over the last five years, with a small but steady 

portion of that increase—2 percent—directly attributable to the 

new Accelerated Schools. 

Behind these numbers is a sea change in how local leaders 

and institutions grapple with a collective challenge and how 

they perceive the youth who leave school. For example, the 

dropout challenge is now publicly embraced by the mayor, 

the superintendent, and other key leaders as a crisis with 

significant municipal impact. Beyond the school system alone, 

Philadelphia’s city agencies are central players in the effort to 

keep youth on track to graduation. 

The terms of the conversation have shifted as well. There is 

broad recognition that improving graduation rates requires 

prevention and in-school interventions as well as the 

reengagement and recovery of out-of-school youth, and that 

these efforts need to be shaped and driven by data on the 

population. Young people who have left school are considered 

part of the education pipeline and worthy of reengagement 

into quality education pathways that advance them to family-

sustaining careers. 

While Philadelphia has long had on-the-ground efforts devoted 

to disengaged youth, citywide strategic action on behalf of 

this population took off in 2004, when the city was selected 

by a national funders collaborative to participate in the 

Youth Transition Funders Group (YTFG) Strategic Assessment 

Initiative, coordinated by Jobs for the Future. Core funders 

included the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Carnegie 

Corporation of New York, and the Mott Foundation, along with 

significant local investment from the William Penn Foundation. 

INTRODUCTION

PROJECT	U-TURN is a citywide campaign to focus public attention on Philadelphia’s 
dropout crisis and to design strategies and leverage investments to resolve it.
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Through the Strategic Assessment Initiative, a lead 

intermediary in  each of the five participating cities was 

selected to build and coordinate a cross-sector partnership 

to improve outcomes for off-track and out-of-school youth; 

in Philadelphia, PYN took on that role. In the five years since 

the receipt of that initial grant, the members of a cross-sector 

collaborative worked together to launch Project U-Turn and, as 

city leaders put it, embedded this work “into the DNA of  

the city.” 

The funder group intentionally required each city to organize 

a cross-sector partnership to both drive strategic action and 

gain community support. They recognized that a cross-sector 

collaborative could work at two levels: 

>> As a strategic entity encompassing partners from both 

“inside” the school district and “outside” community partners 

focused on increasing the supply of learning options for off-

track and out-of-school youth; and 

>> As a mechanism to gain the widespread endorsement of the 

action plan emerging from data on the population. 

This paper is designed to help other cities understand how 

they can shape an agenda to improve youth outcomes, and to 

explore the ways in which a staffed cross-sector partnership 

can move beyond institutional silos and sustain a commitment 

to improving outcomes for youth—despite changes in 

municipal and district leadership. 

In Philadelphia, the cross-sector collaborative has focused on 

improving graduation rates, but the lessons described here 

are applicable to other issues. For example, as cities take on 

President Obama’s challenge to ensure that all young people 

achieve a postsecondary credential, there is increasing 

interest in building cross-sector community collaboratives 

focused on that goal as well. The lessons here can be adapted 

for use in a variety of educational and economic focus areas, 

as well as different geographic areas—urban, rural, and 

regional. 

This paper is organized into three sections, each devoted to a 

major phase of Project U-Turn: 

>> Laying the Foundation gives lessons from the early days of 

the organizing work, as partners joined the Collaborative and 

began to grapple with data on the population. 

>> Building a Strategic Partnership explores the work of 

developing strategic priorities based on data collected, and of 

securing support and input from leaders across the city. 

>> Embedding the Work in Systems describes the partnership’s 

efforts to embed and coordinate the work of improving 

graduation rates across multiple sectors and at multiple levels. 

Conditions	for	Success:		

Building	City	Commitment	and	Action	

Underpinning Philadelphia’s success is a set of key 

factors: 

>> A funded, staffed intermediary organization to drive 

the agenda towards action, and coordinate resources

>> Actionable data that impel policy and practice changes

>> Two levels of partnership: a broad stakeholder group 

and a smaller strategic planning team

>> Structures, such as work plans, that keep partners 

engaged and mutually accountable

>> A committed local funder

The	YTFG	Framework	for	Action

Philadelphia organized its efforts around a four-part 

framework devised in 2004 by the Youth Transition 

Funders Group (YTFG) with Jobs for the Future and JD 

Hoye. The five participating cities undertook strategic 

action in four areas:

>> The collection and dissemination of data on the 

population of struggling and out-of-school youth;

>> The development of an expanded set of options for 

struggling students who are not on track to graduate 

with their peers (e.g., those who are over-age and 

lacking significant credits for their grade) and out-of-

school youth;

>> The design of a political strategy for removing policy 

barriers and creating new incentives to address the 

dropout crisis; and

>> The mobilization of constituents to act on improving 

outcomes and options for struggling and out-of-school 

youth.
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K E Y  L E S S O N :  
B U I L D  A  PA R T N E R S H I P  F O C U S E D  
O N  A  C O M M O N  M I S S I O N

>> Frame	the	issue	as	broader	than	any	one	sector	alone.

>> Leverage	local	resources.

>> Bring	the	right	partners	to	the	table.

>> Take	steps	to	build	public	will.

Initial steps taken by the Philadelphia Youth Network and its 

collaborating partners proved to have a lasting impact on 

how the problem of youth outcomes is understood and who 

must be engaged in solving the problem. Carefully utilizing 

one of the four pillars in the YTFG framework, the partners 

thought early about who should be at the table and the public 

messaging of their work. 

When PYN was selected by the funders as Philadelphia’s 

lead agency for the Strategic Assessment Initiative, one 

of its strengths was the capacity to forge a partnership 

among the school district, city agencies, and community-

based organizations, which it had done through the local 

youth council. The William Penn Foundation, a YTFG funder 

well-versed in the local landscape, also helped PYN bring in 

additional partners that had not been connected to PYN or the 

council’s work. 

The early core partners—including PYN, the School District of 

Philadelphia, the city’s Department of Human Services, the 

Philadelphia Education Fund, Eastern Pennsylvania Organizing 

Project (EPOP), the Center for Literacy, the University of 

Pennsylvania, and Public Citizens for Children and Youth 

(PCCY)—spent some time identifying crucial decision makers in 

the community who could bring resources or influence or help 

advance policy on behalf of the agenda. These core partners 

made up the steering committee of what was then called the 

Philadelphia Youth Transitions Collaborative, later Project 

U-Turn.

“We figured out who needed to be part of this, and then who 

could get to them to bring them in,” recalls one early organizer 

of the Project U-Turn Collaborative. (See the appendix for a list 

of steering committee members and core partners.) 

It was critical which staff from each organization participated 

in the steering committee. Across sectors, they had three 

important characteristics: they had some level of responsibility 

and resources for the off-track and out-of-school population; 

they were entrepreneurially oriented; and they had a 

direct line to top leadership within their organization. The 

superintendent’s policy advisor was an important early 

partner, for example, as was a deputy commissioner in the 

Department of Human Services. High-level staff such as these 

were able to work with their leaders to get resource and policy 

commitments to the steering committee’s agenda. 

The Collaborative also made the early decision to position the 

dropout issue from a workforce development perspective. The 

messaging developed and shared at the steering committee 

was that youth who drop out of school cannot get jobs and, 

ultimately, will negatively impact the economic climate of the 

city. This framing—which explicitly did not “punish” the school 

district and which elevated the problem, and the solutions, 

above a single sector—facilitated bringing key players together. 

It was also especially important given the city’s history around 

“zero tolerance,” an overriding emphasis on punitive measures 

that had fractured relations among public care agencies, 

police, schools, and advocates. Early collaborators recognized 

that the framing vision had to be something aspirational that 

would work across sectors. 

The partners also undertook strategies to build public will 

and community engagement, both to publicize the effort and 

to gain broader input. The Eastern Pennsylvania Organizing 

Project conducted focus groups with young people who had 

left high school without a diploma, going directly to places 

of congregation—such as street corners in neighborhoods 

with high numbers of dropouts—and asking young people 

PART I:  
LAYING THE FOUNDATION
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about their experiences. The Collaborative also undertook 

an intentional campaign to inform public officials about 

the emerging work and to solicit their input. Both of these 

efforts served to secure broader public engagement in the 

planning process while building public understanding about 

the emergence of Project U-Turn as a credible movement for 

improving options for out-of-school youth. 

K E Y  L E S S O N :  
C R E AT E  A  P R O C E S S  F O R  M U T U A L 
A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y  A N D  T R U S T

>> Take	the	time	to	build	trust	among	partners.	

>> Build	in	structures	that	enable	partners	to	have	real	voice	

in	decision	making.

The steering committee served as the locus of early 

discussions about how the Collaborative would be a mutually 

accountable entity with a shared body of work. Early 

organizers recognized that building trust was key. “We adopted 

what we called ‘Vegas rules’ around confidentiality,” says one 

partner in the effort. “We agreed that we would not run to the 

newspapers as soon as we got the data on the size and scope 

of the problem, and instead would release the data with the 

district when we were ready to announce a plan of action.” 

While initially challenging to achieve, this set of agreements 

allowed all partners to stay actively engaged in the partnership 

in the early stages as roles, responsibilities, and a formal 

work plan were being formulated. One additional strategy for 

holding all partners accountable was the Collaborative’s effort 

to share funding with partners whenever possible. In this way, 

partners were responsible for clear outcomes related to their 

pieces of the work plan. 

Identifying a structure that allowed partners to be true 

to their individual organizations’ core work while also 

supporting the shared agenda also proved challenging. After 

extensive discussion, partners determined that they would 

be most strategic and opportunistic by having a loose-knit 

collaborative with a stable steering committee, along with fluid 

subcommittees organized around specific pieces of the work 

as necessary. This structure enabled core partners to drive 

the initiative, while allowing a broader array of partners and 

organizations to participate more loosely. Committees have 

focused on developing multiple pathways, identifying designs 

for quality schools and programs, and policy (charged with 

identifying the “asks” during, school district, or state budget 

deliberations). Committee meetings were specifically designed 

to gather input and make decisions, allowing partners to 

actively participate in shaping and driving the work of the 

Collaborative.

A key essential element of the steering committee’s loose-

knit structure was the ability of each partner to stay true 

to their organization’s primary mission and agenda while 

also supporting the collective agenda. At times, this caused 

tension—for example, when an advocacy agency needed to 

be visibly in opposition to a policy of the district or the city. 

But it allowed the Collaborative to have both an “inside” and 

“outside” strategy. When the Collaborative acted as a whole—a 

collective body that included district and city partners—it 

worked from an “inside” strategy. However, the structure also 

allowed the Collaborative to recognize that a specific piece 

of work could be better moved from the outside, at which 

times specific partners could act individually. The loose-knit 

structure enabled the Philadelphia partners to give each 

other the trust and space to occasionally step outside their 

collaborative roles but maintain their place at the table.

The	Role	of	the	Intermediary	

Project U-Turn is a collaborative of more than 50 

organizations, coordinated by the Philadelphia Youth 

Network. Effectively managing the collaborative effort 

requires that PYN have specific capabilities:

>> Credibility with key partners as an effective, neutral 

organization;

>> Ability to garner and leverage resources on behalf of 

the initiative and its target population;

>> Expertise in facilitating a process that promotes group 

input and collective leadership; and 

>> Capacity and willingness to think and act on a systems 

and policy level.
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K E Y  L E S S O N :  
U S E  D ATA  S T R AT E G I C A L LY  F O R 
G R E AT E R  V I S I B I L I T Y  A N D  T O  
D R I V E  A C T I O N 

>> Design	research	to	drive	the	policy	agenda:	frame	

questions	strategically	to	effect	change,	and	employ	

researchers	who	understand	the	systems	being	affected.	

>> Collect	and	present	data	in	a	useable	form:	Budget	time	

to	refine	the	analysis	and	work	with	researchers	who	can	

translate	the	findings.

>> Manage	messaging	and	the	use	of	data	so	they	impel	

change	rather	than	impeding	it.

Members of the partnership realized at the outset that they 

lacked data that could actually drive action. The framework of 

the YTFG initiative called for data analysis on both struggling 

students—those still in school but falling behind—and out-of-

school youth. The Philadelphia partnership chose researchers 

who not only could analyze the data but also could work with 

the steering committee to translate the data into publicly 

understood messages and into action. During the first year 

of the initiative, the researchers worked parallel to—but 

independent of—the steering committee, sharing early findings 

with the committee so that it could start to shape strategies 

in response and begin to build support for the findings before 

they were released. 

The research team—Ruth Curran Neild and Robert Balfanz—

were university-based but had a long history of working in and 

conducting research on urban high schools. Neild, an assistant 

professor of education at the University of Pennsylvania, 

had a decade of experience in conducting research on 

education policy issues in Philadelphia; Balfanz, a research 

scientist at the Johns Hopkins University Center for the 

Social Organization of Schools, was a co-developer of Talent 

Development High Schools, a comprehensive school reform 

model. Both individuals had significant content expertise in 

education reform and research methodology, as well as a 

deep array of past research projects that could inform the 

work in Philadelphia. This specific expertise ensured that their 

methodology led to findings that could actually drive school 

reform. For example, they knew that focusing on school-based 

factors, as opposed to race, income, and other descriptors, 

would yield results that could impact school practice. This 

focus on academic indicators was also important in a city that 

had often framed the problem more in terms of discipline 

issues. 

The off-track and out-of-school youth population had 

received so little attention, and the level of distrust among 

youth advocates regarding district data was so high, that the 

researchers and the Collaborative knew they had to make their 

calculations of the graduation rate transparent. A technical 

appendix to the published report, Unfulfilled Promises, 

explained in detail how they identified graduates and dropouts 

and how they had made decisions about students in “gray 

areas” (such as those who left school because they were 

incarcerated). Neild and Balfanz sought to find meaningful 

ways to describe the scale of the dropout problem in 

Philadelphia by, for example, translating dropout rates into an 

actual number of students who dropped out from each cohort. 

They knew that there was power in Philadelphians seeing 

actual numbers of students who had left the district without 

a diploma. Neild and Balfanz also understood the political 

context in which they conducted their research. Unfulfilled 

Promise was consequently written with an eye to crafting a 

story that would translate complex methodology for a lay 

audience.

The trust that had been developed among the steering 

committee partners was especially important when the data 

emerged on the scope of the dropout crisis. At this point, the 

researchers had shared early results of their analysis over 

several months. This exchange enabled partners to shape 

recommendations for action around the data. At the same 

time, district staff vetted these findings with district leadership 

so that leaders were not taken by surprise when the data were 

ultimately released, and so that the recommendations did 

not contradict the priorities of the district. This strategy paid 

off at the public release of the data at the end of the year of 

research, when key school district, community, and municipal 

leaders endorsed the findings.
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K E Y  L E S S O N :  
O R G A N I Z E  T O  G E T  PA R T N E R S  T O  O W N 
T H E  P R O B L E M  A N D  M O V E  F O R W A R D

>> Determine	how	to	release	data	so	all	partners		

are	comfortable.

>> Couple	the	data	on	the	problem	with	strategies		

and	solutions.

>> Help	system	leaders	and	key	partners	to	be		

champions	for	the	cause.

The Collaborative devoted extensive time to orchestrating and 

ensuring a strategic release of the data in a way that would 

lead to solutions. This involved carefully positioning elected 

and appointed officials as key leaders for the cause while 

keeping other critical partners engaged. Partners had access 

to the data for months, and many were anxious to start telling 

the story of Philadelphia’s dropout crisis. But the Collaborative 

was also committed to avoid simply “glorifying the problem.” 

The end result was a simultaneous release of the data and 

recommended solutions, which served as a call to action 

among all partners and for the community. Coupling release 

of data and the presentation of solutions was, in the words of 

one Collaborative participant, “probably the most important 

decision we could have made.” 

The October 2006 launch event, at which the longitudinal data 

analysis and recommended responses were simultaneously 

released, was organized as a “Welcome Back” fair to convey 

the desire among young people to reengage with schooling. 

It was accompanied by high-level political involvement and 

significant press coverage. The event was organized to 

underscore the commitment of key officials to address the 

problem. Organizers had intentionally scheduled it for the 

beginning of the school year to highlight the message about 

those youth who were not returning to school. Not only were 

key city leaders, the superintendent, and several mayoral 

candidates on hand to endorse the findings and proposed 

strategies, but providers of options for off-track and out-of-

school youth set up booths to invite youth to return to school. 

The Project U-Turn Collaborative framed its recommendations 

as “strategic investments” on the part of all community 

sectors (e.g., the public sector, businesses, parents, educators, 

and youth). For example, public-sector investments included 

developing an effective cross-system strategy to support 

students, building supports for youth offenders returning to 

their communities, and helping pregnant and parenting teens 

continue their education. Each investment recommendation 

was accompanied by specific steps necessary to make 

significant progress. 

In addition, the Collaborative committed to meeting 

measurable goals in four specific areas, developed over the 

course of the planning year: 

>> Raising $2 million in new and existing resources for the 

agenda, and meeting three policy targets; 

>> Reducing the number of dropouts by 25 percent, or 2,000 

students; 

>> Reducing the number of hardest-to-serve youth (i.e., agency-

involved youth) by at least 10 percent over two years; and 

>> Increasing the number of high-quality alternatives for 

struggling students and out-of-school youth by at least 5,000. 

In a public-relations flourish, the Collaborative facilitated 

public commitments from the superintendent, some of the 

mayoral candidates, and the director of the Department of 

Social Services at the launch. 

K E Y  L E S S O N :  
S H A P E  A  L O N G - T E R M  S T R AT E G Y 
W H I L E  A C T I N G  O P P O R T U N I S T I C A L LY

>> Seek	early	wins	to	show	momentum.

>> Maintain	a	work	plan	with	real	work	involving	all	partners.

>> Stay	focused	on	long-term	strategies	in	the	face	of	

pressure	for	immediate	outcomes.	

Organizing for a sustained initiative required the partners to 

establish credibility and momentum quickly, by achieving and 

publicizing early successes. It also necessitated strategies 

for keeping the partnership motivated for the long haul. 

PART II:  
BUILDING A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP
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The Philadelphia partners paid attention to both ends of 

the spectrum while conducting their organizing efforts. For 

example, an early target for action was to address the dearth 

of high-quality educational options for off-track and out-of-

school youth. At the time, significant dollars were allocated 

annually to disciplinary options, designed to focus more 

on behavioral interventions for “disruptive” youth than on 

accelerating youth who had fallen off track academically. 

Thanks in part to the Collaborative’s ability to articulate its 

vision and agenda, the school district agreed to reallocate $8 

million to launch new, research-based “accelerated” schools 

built on positive youth development and strong academics. 

This early win was critical in showing the strength of the 

inside/outside partnership and publicly emphasizing the 

primary target of the initiative: better academic outcomes  

and higher graduation rates.

At the same time, the Collaborative kept a focus on the 

initiative’s long-term work plan, with full transparency 

regarding the overall goals and key progress toward them. 

The shape of the YTFG initiative was helpful in this regard: 

Philadelphia’s agenda was organized around the initiative’s 

four pillars: 

>> Gathering and analyzing data; 

>> Influencing policy and funding; 

>> Expanding high-quality options; and 

>> Increasing stakeholder involvement. 

Each focus area had specific objectives to be advanced by core 

partners. Steering committee meetings were—and continue to 

be—organized around making progress on these objectives, 

identifying emerging strategies and priorities, and seeking 

opportunities to align resources in support of the agenda. 

The work plan has also helped the collaborating partners 

stay focused on long-term strategies. While it contains annual 

tasks for each of the partners, it also articulates long-term 

objectives necessary to keep the work moving forward. 

Periodically, the partners take stock of the current set of 

services that support the educational attainment of youth, 

note gaps that need to be addressed, and articulate a revised 

set of objectives across all four pillars of the work plan. In this 

manner, the ever-changing work plan acts as a credible road 

map for partners while also articulating Project U-Turn’s vision 

for action to other stakeholders.

The William Penn Foundation has continued to play an 

important role in focusing the work as well. As a major funder 

of youth-related initiatives in the city, it has directed new 

partners and potentially disparate efforts to the Project U-Turn 

Collaborative. “The William Penn Foundation could easily have 

viewed Project U-Turn in a silo, but instead the foundation has 

used its leverage to build bridges between a range of youth-

focused efforts and Project U-Turn,” said one core partner. 
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K E Y  L E S S O N :  
C U LT I V AT E  A N D  A L I G N  C H A M P I O N S 

>> Use	the	multi-sector	committee	to	keep	leaders	

committed	to	the	same	agenda.

>> Engage	new	leaders	through	transitions.

>> Distribute	the	credit	and	find	opportunities	for	

collaborating	partners	to	be	spokespeople	for	the	work.

One of the Collaborative’s first long-term goals was to ensure 

that the agenda would be embraced by elected and appointed 

officials, and eventually become embedded in the work and 

priorities of the various system partners. The collaborators 

had explicit discussions about how to get high-level leaders 

(e.g., the mayor, the superintendent, the courts) to own the 

dropout problem and solutions. 

The staff from each sector who serve on the steering 

committee identified what their respective leaders needed 

to gain from the initiative in order to stay at the table. For 

example, as was referenced in the last section, there was 

early recognition that these leaders needed to be able to take 

credit for their part in both developing and implementing the 

solutions. 

Having key staff from each sector on the steering committee 

has also helped ensure that the top-level leaders’ initiatives 

and investment strategies aligned with those of Project U-Turn. 

For example, improving outcomes for out-of-school youth has 

become a funding priority for the United Way of Southeastern 

Pennsylvania, in part because one of United Way’s senior staff 

also sits on Project U-Turn’s steering committee. Similarly, 

the Department of Human Services had the opportunity to 

consider how it might better leverage a large pot of funding 

for out-of-school time activities. Because of its involvement in 

Project U-Turn, the agency—using lessons from the initiative 

on early indicators—is exploring how these indicators could be 

used to help identify target service populations and focus on 

educational outcomes as their programming goal. 

The partners have also paid attention to leadership transitions 

and explicitly focused on gaining support of newly installed 

leaders, such as the mayor and superintendent. For example, 

two important steps in building high-level support for the issue 

were taken when the mayoral campaign was under way. First, 

several Project U-Turn partners organized a political forum at 

which youth asked mayoral candidates about their stances on 

several education-related issues. Second, the Public School 

Notebook (a local newspaper focused on public education 

reform in Philadelphia) included in its annual issue on the 

dropout crisis responses from each mayoral candidate on 

specific aspects of the Project U-Turn agenda. Both of these 

efforts built visibility for the issue, conveyed the interests and 

aspirations of local youth, and garnered the interest of the 

mayoral candidates. When Mayor Nutter was elected, he was 

primed to make halving the dropout rate a key priority for his 

administration. 

The mayor’s commitment raised an opportunity and a 

challenge for the Collaborative: his goal was ambitious. 

Failure to show progress on such an ambitious goal as halving 

the dropout rate could lead to inaction and cynicism. But 

it also reinforced the idea that the problem was a citywide 

problem with cross-sector implications—not just a school 

district problem—and as such needed a multi-sector response. 

Working with leading education researchers and policy 

advocates, the Project U-Turn Steering Committee developed 

and recommended a “data dashboard,” with a set of clear 

benchmarks to document progress and facilitate regular 

reporting to the public on the city’s efforts to reduce dropouts 

and increase graduation rates. This dashboard makes the 

city’s progress on achieving the mayor’s goals transparent and 

provides clear benchmarks for the Collaborative as a whole. 

Building and maintaining cross-sector buy-in on Project 

U-Turn’s goals has also required that partners grapple with 

the question of how to distribute credit for the work among 

partner organizations. Effective strategies for promoting the 

initiative while adequately allocating credit was an explicit 
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topic of conversation in steering committee meetings. One 

successful strategy has been to manage media relations in 

a way that effectively utilizes each partner organization and 

puts each “out in front” on specific issues. A radio broadcast 

about the educational outcomes for pregnant and parenting 

teens, for example, was handled by Public Citizens for Children 

and Youth, which had done the bulk of the policy analysis 

in that area. The Collaborative circles back to this issue 

regularly to ensure that all partners are getting credit for their 

individual efforts while the initiative as a whole moves forward. 

K E Y  L E S S O N :  
E M B E D  T H E  W O R K  A C R O S S 
O R G A N I Z AT I O N S  AT  M U LT I P L E 
L E V E L S

>> Engage	staff	at	implementation	and	policy	levels.

>> Support	partners	to	staff	the	implementation	within		

their	organization.

PYN leaders have worked carefully with their partners on 

steps to move a partnership through the maturing stages. In 

addition to managing its work plan, PYN holds responsibility 

for maintaining a shared vision and shared ownership. On a 

concrete level, this requires translating the efforts of each 

of the partners (that may approach the work from different 

theories of change and political points of view). This requires 

paying attention to how information and progress related to 

the work is communicated amongst all the partners.

Having key staff who can help secure the engagement of 

high-level leaders (e.g., the mayor, the superintendent, the 

commissioner of human services) has become especially 

critical as cross-sector efforts get under way. Philadelphia’s 

cross-sector data analysis has allowed it to keep an emphasis 

on engaging both district leaders and public agencies—such 

as the Department of Human Services and the Department of 

Juvenile Probation—in the work of raising graduation rates. 

The data had indicated that agency-involved youth, while a 

low proportion of dropouts overall, were at the highest risk 

of dropping out. As a result, the Collaborative developed a 

specific commitment to educating the hardest-to-serve youth. 

This was not only because these young people are particularly 

at risk, but also because collaborators recognized that it might 

be possible to demonstrate overall improvements in dropout 

and graduation rates while still failing to meet the needs 

of the city’s most vulnerable young people. The result has 

been a specific effort to engage staff from across sectors in 

addressing the need for better options and outcomes. 

One example is the city’s Re-Engagement Center. The Project 

U-Turn partners envisioned a one-stop center for returning 

off-track and out-of-school youth that would facilitate their 

enrollment into appropriate educational options. The result 

is a center in the School District of Philadelphia’s main 

headquarters that is staffed by both school district and city 

staff. The district staff work with each youth to understand 

her or his educational history and current needs, while staff 

from the city’s departments of behavioral health and human 

services provide social services, mental health assessments, 

and referrals to help remove additional barriers to completing 

their education. 

There are examples throughout the Collaborative of individual 

organizations and agencies taking on specific pieces of the 

work and advancing them without the need of the external 

pressure once created by the Collaborative: 

>> The Mayor’s Office of Education has begun to regularly 

convene key partners in a new effort to develop strategies 

and align resources around truancy abatement. Additionally, 

that office is launching a citywide campaign to identify and 

support graduation coaches for youth seeking to complete 

their education.

>> The Department of Human Services (DHS) is launching 

an Education Support Center to support the educational 

attainment of the youth in its care. 

>> The School District of Philadelphia has dramatically increased 

the number of guidance counselors and launched a Web-based 

portal that will allow students to track their academic progress 

and develop individual graduation plans. 

>> Community-based organizations are designing new programs 

to ensure that youth working toward their GEDs have clear 

pathways to postsecondary education. 

Some of these efforts are being advanced through realigning 

the Workforce Investment Act dollars earmarked for out-of-

school youth or through the support of external philanthropic 

investments in the form of Fellows who can staff particular 

efforts or dollars to launch an effort. However in some 

instances—such as the additional guidance counselors and 

the education center at DHS—existing resources are being 

reallocated toward these efforts. 
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K E Y  L E S S O N :  
K E E P  T H E  A G E N D A  M O V I N G  F O R W A R D 

>> Pay	attention	to	the	horizon	so	all	partners	understand	

the	next	stage	of	the	work.

>> Stay	focused	while	being	prepared	to	refine	the	agenda	

based	on	evolving	needs	and	interests.

>> Be	prepared	to	restructure	as	necessary.

Now that the work is becoming embedded across systems, the 

role of the Collaborative has moved toward “keeping an eye 

on the horizon,” as one staff person put it. The intermediary’s 

key questions are: How does the initiative continue to identify 

and remove barriers so that the system investments can 

keep growing? What will be the next big challenges? For 

example, the Collaborative has begun to move the focus from 

high school completion to postsecondary success, arguing 

that youth engaged in recovery options need to achieve 

postsecondary credentials just like any other youth. 

As the Collaborative has begun to address this expanded 

vision, it simultaneously refined its workplan to incorporate 

new objectives and strategies to support it. For example, the 

Collaborative had recognized early on the need to raise the 

rigor of accelerated schools so that youth graduate college-

ready. Once the partners had launched a critical mass of 

accelerated schools (the 2009-10 school year saw a 44 percent 

increase in the number of slots in accelerated schools—now 

2,280 slots citywide), the Collaborative could incorporate 

a strategy into its work plan that offers robust professional 

development opportunities for multiple pathway providers. 

One of the ways that PYN and the Collaborative tee up 

new areas of work is by keeping an eye on outcome and 

demographic data to make the case for new investments. Just 

as data on systems involvement in the early years prompted 

investment by city agencies in this population, data on youth 

returning to school via the Re-Engagement Center are helping 

the Collaborative determine which new options are needed 

to serve the off-track and out-of-school youth population. 

An accountability system that holds accelerated schools to 

high standards and graduation rates while recognizing the 

trajectories of off-track and out-of-school youth will drive 

investments in quality improvement. 

After five years, the Collaborative has moved from a 

primary focus on research and policy to a broader focus on 

programmatic interventions and involving community-level 

stakeholders in advancing its mission. Making these shifts 

has involved rethinking committee structures, creating new 

vehicles for engagement, and expanding the membership 

of the steering committee. Project U-Turn’s history of being 

a loose-knit partnership with no formal Memorandum of 

Understanding or rules has made it easier to make these 

adjustments in an organic and transparent manner as new 

needs arise.
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CONCLUSION 

Philadelphia’s progress over the last five years in building 

a system of options for off-track and out-of-school youth 

holds lessons for other communities on the role that two 

entities—both a cross-sector collaborative and a coordinating 

intermediary—have to play in building awareness and 

marshalling resources in moving a cross-systems agenda. 

Philadelphia’s strategy is applicable to other types of 

community advocacy and organizing efforts, including those 

focused on youth outcomes, postsecondary success, or 

economic development. Key results of the efforts of both 

the Collaborative and the strong intermediary have been 

commitments from high-level leadership to address a critical 

challenge, along with grassroots support for reforms. 

Perhaps the most significant test for sustaining the 

Collaborative has been the mayoral and district leadership 

changes of the last two years. Because of important early and 

ongoing steps taken by the Collaborative, these leaders have 

embedded Project U-Turn—endorsed strategies for addressing 

the issues of struggling students and out-of-school youth into 

their strategic priorities. The inside/outside strategy operating 

in Philadelphia provides lessons for the field on the promise 

of a stable and focused partnership in keeping a community 

focused on an enduring municipal challenge. 
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S T E E R I N G  C O M M I T T E E
Center for Literacy

Center for Social Organization of Schools at the Johns Hopkins 

University

City of Philadelphia, Mayor’s Office of Education, Department of 

Human Services

Congreso de Latinos Unidos

Family Division, Court of Common Pleas

Nu Sigma Youth Services/Philadelphia Anti-Drug/Anti-Violence 

Network

Pennsylvania Academic and Career Technical Training Alliance

Public Citizens for Children and Youth

Philadelphia Education Fund

Philadelphia Youth Network (managing partner)

School District of Philadelphia

United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania

William Penn Foundation

Youth Empowerment Services

PA R T I C I PAT I N G  M E M B E R S
Catholic Human Services—Archdiocese of Philadelphia

Ceiba

Children’s Aid Society of Pennsylvania

City Year Greater Philadelphia

Cookman Methodist Church

Communities in Schools of Philadelphia

Community College of Philadelphia

Community Education Partners

Community Women’s Education Project

District 1199C

Diversified Community Services

E3 Centers

Eastern Pennsylvania Organizing Project

Educating Communities for Parenting

Education Law Center

Fairhill Community School

Foundations, Inc.

Free Library of Philadelphia

The Gay and Lesbian AIDS Education Initiative

Greater Philadelphia Federation of Settlements

Greater Philadelphia Urban Affairs Coalition

Indo-Chinese American Council

Juvenile Law Center

Lutheran Settlement House

Maternity Care Coalition

Mayor’s Commission on Literacy

North Light Community Center

Opportunities Industrialization Centers of America

Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children

Pennsylvania School for the Deaf

Philadelphia Academies, Inc.

Philadelphia Health Management Corporation

Philadelphia Housing Authority

Philadelphia Opportunities Industrialization Center

Point Breeze Performing Arts Center

Public/Private Ventures

Resources for Human Development

Southeast Asian Mutual Assistance Associations Coalition

Support Center for Child Advocates

Temple University

To Our Children’s Future with Health

United Communities of Southeast Philadelphia

The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania

YouthBuild Philadelphia Charter School
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