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The Los Angeles Promise Zone winds from Pico-Union into Hollywood. Inside its borders,

the dense, multicultural heart of L.A. hosts a growing movement. As our national education narrative 

leaps between panics and trends, this movement has unfolded quietly and with hope, growing block by 

block, school by school, neighborhood by neighborhood. 

It holds out the promise of better, fuller lives for thousands of low-income children in the nation’s 

second-largest school district. Amid a deeply conflicted education reform landscape, renewed national 

attention is being paid to the intergenerational effects of neighborhood poverty—and the kind of 

programs that can help students and their families break that cycle. 

In January 2014, President Obama awarded Los Angeles one of the first five Promise Zone 

designations, with the Youth Policy Institute (YPI) as lead implementation partner. Building up to this,

by 2013, YPI received all three of the Neighborhood Revitalization Initiatives of the Obama White 

House: Promise Neighborhoods, Choice Neighborhoods, and Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation. This 

capstone achievement built upon our decades of service to and advocacy for the low-income children 

and families of Los Angeles. The Promise Zone designation also came with the recognition that the 

work in front of us could not be accomplished by any single agency, inside or outside of government. 

The Promise Zone helps the low-income children of this community escape the grip of poverty.

A coalition of dozens of community-based organizations work hand-in-hand with multiple government 

agencies on programs of neighborhood renewal that build on the community’s strengths and assets. 

Chief among these goals, and the animating idea behind the April 7, 2016, Promise Zone Briefing,

is extending—together—our cradle-to-college-and-career model to all 47 schools inside the

Promise Zone.

This spirit of collaboration infuses every one of the signature programs that have emerged from this 

White House, and is at the center of YPI’s work with the schools of the Promise Zone. 

The spirit of collaboration is also—we believe—the mark of things to come in the field of educational 

reform. Promise Neighborhoods and Full-Service Community Schools, for example, have now made 

the leap from standalone initiatives to federal law as part of the reauthorization of the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act. The partnerships that we forge inside the Promise Zone will form the 

baseline for federal action around education and youth poverty for years to come. 

This is an auspicious moment for the Los Angeles philanthropy community. The opportunity in front 

of us is greater than simply changing the terms of a contentious debate. Your support today for a 

movement grounded in what we are calling “collaborative reform” can change the lives of whole 

communities.
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Breaking the Education Deadlock:
Giving Students and Families Life-Changing Support

An attentive student in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) might start to believe that her 

education was less tied to the school year and more closely linked to the rise and fall of the school 

board election cycle. Every two years, millions of dollars are raised and spent in an effort to control the 

direction of education reform. The politics of education overshadow the needs of teachers, students 

and families.

What if the dollars that get spent on campaign consultants and voter mail went directly into supporting 

the education and flourishing of low-income students instead? What if the opponents who have dug in 

on issues of governance could find points of commonality? Might they be even more effective as allies?

Only by turning our attention away from zero-sum political battles can we find the common ground 

where effective work can yield results. The work happening right now inside the Promise Zone is 

the perfect candidate for such a venture. It can generate meaningful, measurable change, and it can 

validate elements of each side’s strongest case in the Los Angeles education wars. 

Two closely related arguments dominate education reform politics in Los Angeles, one of the most 

heated sites of education debate nationally. The first is over the role that charter schools should play

in educating the students of the LAUSD. The second is in the role that assessment should play.

YPI’s experience in supporting the education of students from L.A.’s lowest-income neighborhoods 

suggests that the answer to both of these questions is “some, not all,” but that heightened politicization 

has made it unnecessarily difficult to establish how much is “some.” 

Take the charter school question: Charters were originally introduced with union support to give public 

schools a means of local variation and Deweyan experimentation. Today they have become a cause 

unto themselves. The question of governance alone is of no interest to students and their families, 

but it is exactly this question on which hang millions of dollars of campaign spending ($6.1 million 

across the three most recent contested LAUSD board elections) and countless school board hours. 

The community’s needs and desires are dwarfed by the governance question, which cuts trenches 

across the paths to providing all schools with access to the services that will help students, families and 

teachers succeed.

Current events show that progress is possible. Late last year, Congress passed the Every Student 

Succeeds Act. In addition to institutionalizing support for the Promise Neighborhoods model, ESSA 
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lowered the temperature on the battle over high-stakes testing, another fractious education reform, 

setting reasonable guidelines and providing states with support for auditing their assessment regimes. 

The great shame of the education reform cul-de-sac is how much its factions have in common. We 

accept that partisans with diametrically opposed proposals share economic justice as a motivation. And 

we know that few question the primacy of neighborhood poverty as the critical problem that requires 

continued creativity in proposing new solutions. 

It’s worth recalling the conditions of intergenerational poverty within the LA Promise Zone. More 

than 35% of the population over age 25 has less than a high school diploma (compared to 24% in 

the city of Los Angeles overall), and 10% of youth ages 16–¬19 in the Promise Zone are not in school. 

35 percent of the 165,000 Promise Zone residents live below the federal poverty line, compared to 

12.4% in California, and nearly 25% of Promise Zone households survive on less than $15,000 a year. 

Unemployment in the Promise Zone is at 13%.

Without the right intervention, this snapshot will persist over time. Poverty traps students. By means 

of hard work or luck, some individuals will escape, but over time, its effects play out indisputably 

among the great number of their peers. An intergenerational cycle of poverty traps their children, and 

continues if not interrupted.

This trap is most acute in the matter of disconnected youth. For many youth, encounters with 

homelessness or the criminal justice system are the final push out of the school system. Many more 

leave school because of snowballing absenteeism. Simply shepherding them back into the programs 

they left is rarely the solution: tailoring their educational experience to their circumstances is. Dozens of 

students have returned to education through YPI’s programming in the Promise Zone. Hundreds more 

will, with sustained support. 

The danger of the current moment is that we will overlook the right support—for disconnected youth, 

for neighborhoods trapped in multi-generational poverty, for the bright, hungry kids who seem like they 

should make it but whose neighborhood and family lives put them up against more obstacles than they 

can stand. The opportunity in front of us is to reject the governance wars and find ways to offer every 

child the support she needs to learn, to dream and to succeed. 
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What’s Working: An Alternative Approach
Systems change is possible, regardless of governance.

Place-based intervention yields results. A substantial federal commitment, combined with a dedicated 

local investment, can create block-by-block transformation. The imperative to break down silos that 

underwrites the DNA of the Promise Zone has engendered a new education paradigm of collaborative 

reform, built around creating community schools with an expectation of collective impact. 

This section showcases the programs and strategies that YPI is implementing or facilitating inside and 

outside of the Promise Zone. It is a systems change toolkit, and we are seeing results.

At the heart of place-based intervention in education is the community school. Schools are natural 

focal points for the community, drawing together students, educators, parents, and local leaders.

By locating social services around and inside schools, the groundwork is set for collaborative 

connections between school, family, and community. 

YPI’s Full-Service Community Schools provide more than 90 unique services at 22 schools in 

Los Angeles and the San Fernando Valley. Working through YPI, Full-Service Community Schools 

identify place-specific wraparound services that improve results for students and their families. 

COLLECTIVE IMPACT

COMMUNITY SCHOOLS

Social services tend to gather into silos—agencies, schools, nonprofits, and the like—reducing the 

impact they might have if they collaborated effectively. YPI brings multiple organizations together to 

build coalitions. Through YPI’s leadership in major initiatives like the LA Promise Zone, LA Promise 

Neighborhood, and the Performance Partnership Pilot (P3), critical dialogues have begun between 

people dedicated to making real change in underprivileged communities. By sharing data, strategies, 

and resources, and coming together to develop shared goals, our collective impact can be much 

greater than the sum of its parts. 
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While middle-class and higher-income families often have the means to “shop” for the right school 

match for their children by moving or paying tuition, lower-income families rarely have such options. 

At the heart of place-based intervention is the belief that underprivileged students should receive the 

same range of opportunities as their peers. A place-sensitive curriculum cannot be one-size-fits-all; 

nor can the relevant programs and strategies come from an abstract menu. 

YPI works hard to base the services we provide on the needs of the particular communities we serve. 

The following programs emerged from specific community needs. They make places stronger because 

they come from them. 

Not every one of the following programs and strategies currently exists among the 47 schools of the 

Promise Zone. But with the necessary assistance, the right ones could be. 

Our extensive partnership network offers a range of services including extended learning time, 

enrichment activities, health education, and workshops for parents. This approach has yielded results: 

since 2007, our Full-Service Community Schools have enjoyed steady gains in academic achievement. 

For the 2014–15 academic year, each of the seven LAUSD Promise Neighborhood high schools 

increased their graduation rates, with an average increase of 6.6%, and including the standout 

94% graduation rate at Cesar E. Chavez Learning Academies-Social Justice Humanitas. 

 

By providing a continuum of services that extend from cradle through college and career, 

we can monitor what works for particular communities and customize our programs to suit them. 

While community schools are effective sites for wraparound services, it’s important not to fall into the 

trap of unfunded mandates. Previous generations expected schools to replace social services without 

providing the financial, technical or human resources to do so. Services must be funded from the 

outside and institutionalized to support educators. 

YPI’S EDUCATION PROGRAMS

The building blocks of collaborative education reform.
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Promise Scholars

Promise Scholars builds on YPI’s college-readiness programming, giving low-income 

students personal support as they consider next steps. Students receive tutoring in core 

subjects, college application guidance, and can qualify to open a YPI College Savings 

account with deposits matched 3:1. Extracurricular activities help students build a range 

of skills outside the classroom. The Promise Scholars model combats high dropout rates 

and low collegiate enrollment at the source. 

Case study: 

Two years ago, our flagship Promise Zone high school, STEM Academy of Hollywood, 

saw five students apply to UCLA—and none admitted. In the intervening years, 

YPI brought its College Peer Leader program to campus, which included an overnight 

training “camp” at UCLA, bringing students back to campus with the knowledge to help 

fellow classmates through the admissions process. Combined with YPI’s on-campus 

support, the change was swift and dramatic: In 2016, 35 STEM Academy of Hollywood 

students applied to UCLA, and 15 were admitted. That’s a full 10% of the entire 

graduating class admitted to UCLA, not to mention an admittance rate of over 40% to a 

school with an overall admittance rate of only 17%.

Linked Learning

In partnership with LAUSD, YPI supports four schools with Certified Linked Learning 

Pathways in the Promise Zone. Linked Learning brings students into contact with high-

growth industries through these certified pathways: Business & Tourism, Health Care, 

Engineering, Entertainment, and Visual Arts & Humanities. 

Educators customize parts of the curriculum to give students a head start in those 

sectors, building the foundation for productive careers. In East Hollywood and Pacoima, 

three local schools (including STEM Academy of Hollywood, which is co-located with 

Helen Bernstein High) have tailored their curriculum to familiarize students with health 

care and engineering careers. Other YPI Schools in different phases of establishing 

Linked-Learning pathways include Sylmar Biotech Health Academy, Vaughn Next 

Century Learning Center, and Teacher Prep Academy.
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Intervention

Pacoima Charter School serves 1,450 students in pre-K through 5th grade. Of those 

students, 96% come from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, and 

61% are English learners. At Pacoima Charter School, YPI is dedicated to a program 

of intervention: identifying students who are falling behind in academics and providing 

one-on-one tutoring to help them get up to speed. 

The tutoring staff, which includes several tutors from the Promise Corps program, 

provides up to 70 individual tutoring sessions per day. Pacoima Charter’s commitment 

to daily tutoring and early intervention has reduced the number of students requiring 

additional interventions later on. Since November 2015, 47% of the students in this 

intervention program have grown a level in reading.

GEAR UP

A federal GEAR UP grant helps YPI serve students in nine San Fernando Valley schools, 

including six in the Promise Neighborhood. Another grant to LAUSD, GEAR UP 4LA, 

serves eight schools in the Promise Zone with two more starting next year. All told, 

these GEAR UP initiatives are following a cohort of more than 5,000 6th and 7th graders 

and their families with critical academic, social, and college preparation supports over 

seven years, and through the first year of college. 

Alternative High School for Homeless Youth

YPI’s Hollywood FamilySource Center hosts an alternative high school for homeless 

youth, catering to their experience and needs. The high school program accommodates 

one classroom at a time, helping them earn the academic credits they need to graduate. 

In conjunction with the Los Angeles Youth Network, students are bused from shelters to 

the center every day, where an LAUSD instructor teaches the day’s curriculum in a City-

funded nonprofit-operated family center. 

This alternative program provides a full-day academic schedule coupled with 

wraparound supports for homeless students who would normally bounce between 

schools. Parallel initiatives like YPI’s YouthSource Centers help disconnected youth find 

their footing and attain social services beyond the school setting. 
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AmeriCorps / Promise Corps

In 2015, YPI won three major federal grants for 119 AmeriCorps members to be stationed 

throughout the city, with a focus on the LA Promise Zone. Members identify and help 

at-risk students, offering one-on-one guidance in academics and college preparation on 

campuses where school staff is in short supply. 

YPI coordinates AmeriCorps activities throughout the Promise Zone, both at school sites 

and at YouthSource and FamilySource centers. YPI also manages the Los Angeles end 

of an AmeriCorps partnership with the Philadelphia Promise Zone, which will let the two 

cities compare notes on best practices. With the assistance of AmeriCorps tutors at our 

schools, YPI expects to see greater increases in grades and academic proficiency.

PERFORMANCE PARTNERSHIP PILOT (P3)

In addition to individual school-based programs, YPI has overarching strategies targeting specific 

populations. The population of disconnected youth—those who have become cut off from both school 

and work—includes young people who have emerged from homelessness, incarceration, addiction, 

or the foster system. Their complex legal status often raises bureaucratic barriers, making it difficult for 

them to get the resources they need to improve their lives. 

Los Angeles is one of five cities to receive the federal Performance Partnership Pilot Award for 

Disconnected Youth (P3). P3 waivers ease bureaucratic barriers, breaking down operational silos 

separating city, county, nonprofits, and the LAUSD. 

YPI operates three centers serving disconnected youth in Hollywood, Pico Union, and the northeast 

San Fernando Valley. Through P3, young people working from those locations can reconnect to their 

community by returning to school, finding work, and locating public aid. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE THROUGH DATA SHARING

While place-based solutions demand a local touch, larger systems can be made more streamlined, 

better adapted to direct resources where they can do the most good. In 2015, YPI and LAUSD launched 

an unprecedented data-sharing policy, allowing YPI to access student-level data. 

This is the first time access has been granted to an external agency. Now we can track individual 

students and their families over time. By pooling data (which is protected by strict privacy protocols), 
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qualified educators can also determine why a program works better in one neighborhood than another, 

and adjust accordingly. 

YPI’s data-sharing agreement comes in the context of ongoing negotiations for a Master Service 

Agreement with the LAUSD. This master contract will streamline the district approval process for YPI 

programs and services, which previously had to be obtained on a school-by-school basis. 

LAUSD’s interest in the agreement emphasizes how much the district has come to value YPI’s place-

based model for wraparound community services. Though its complexity reflects the challenges 

inherent in large-scale collaborative reform across large institutions, its signing will ring an opening bell 

for a new era of collaboration.

EARLY RESULTS

The strategy for social service collaboration in community schools that YPI has pioneered proves 

that place-sensitive systems change is possible, regardless of how schools or services are governed. 

By both quantitative and qualitative measures, efforts like the ones mentioned above have yielded 

promising results. We can use what we’ve learned so far to help each other improve our wraparound 

networks of services in the years ahead. 

Quantitative Change

Graduation rates are a key metric to gauge the success of our programs. In high schools located within 

the Promise Neighborhood, the graduation rate of 2014–2015 is 81%. Every Promise Neighborhood 

high school had an increase in its graduation rate last year, with an average increase of 6.6%.

Since 2011, the percent of students from L.A. Promise Neighborhood / Promise Zone high schools who 

graduated college ready and eligible for entry into the state university systems increased 15%. This is a 

63% jump in the college-ready rate, at a time when the district and state rates stayed flat. This dramatic 

improvement occurred at three urban, overwhelmingly low-income schools in East Hollywood.
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Several other schools have seen extraordinary results:

■ At targeted schools, 10% of the senior class have achieved college peer leader status, learning 

the components of college admission so they can assist fellow students in the transition to post-

secondary education, developing their own leadership skills in the process.
■ Cesar E. Chavez Learning Academies-Social Justice Humanitas had a graduation rate of 94%, 

 the highest among our schools.
■ Cesar E. Chavez Learning Academies-Teacher Prep Academy increased 18.7 percentage points 

 in the past year to a graduation rate of 75%.

Qualitative Change 

Our push for systems change prioritizes two related goals: co-locating services to be convenient to 

families, and overcoming silos so that city, county, and school district can work together. Our Full-

Service Community Schools and the wraparound services they provide link people together in place, 

creating a focal point for improvement. And our system of collaborative reform and collective impact, 

exemplified by initiatives like the LA Promise Zone and P3 for disconnected youth, develops a cohesive 

social service sector that can respond to local needs. 

Some examples of this work in action include:

These changes have taken root in both charter schools and district schools. Differences in governance 

have been the context for, not the drivers of, these programs and strategies. Our key takeaway 

from watching change unfold in the most vulnerable neighborhoods of Los Angeles has been that 

collaboration is key.

As part of the Education Success Project, we conduct principal and administrator development 

meetings on Saturdays at Loyola Marymount University, gathering leadership from our district schools, 

charters, and others. Principals discuss common problems and compare notes, learning from the 

experience of other educators. These are school leaders who in the past might have distrusted each 

other and refused to communicate, though they served the same students over time. 

Today, their dynamic has entirely shifted. Where a charter elementary school feeds into a traditional 

middle school which feeds into a pilot high school, you’ll find all three schools’ principals working 

together—even implementing the same curriculum—to streamline the K-12 pipeline in the 

LA Promise Zone.
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Place Matters.

Place-based intervention sets geographical boundaries that frame and constrain the 

size of collaborative relationships to a working level. On-the-ground knowledge keeps 

interventions community-specific. Good ideas will travel, but everywhere they go, local 

expertise will be needed to tailor them on a block-by-block, school-by-school level. 

Time Matters.

Nothing happens automatically. Make time, set meetings, have specific agendas 

but also leave room to share experience. The cornerstone of collaborative practice 

in community schools is YPI’s Saturday principal meetings, when principals from 

neighboring schools meet one another and discuss their shared challenges. 

Everyone wants to put kids first in the abstract, but the governance wars once fostered 

unnecessary competition and suspicion among educators in a single community. 

Today, district and charter principals can share best practices and mutual support.

Families Matter as a Medium of Collaboration.

One of the most surprising effects of the Saturday principal colloquia was seeing the 

role played by families in fostering collaboration. What happens when two different 

principals, one from a district and one from a charter school, find they are both 

educating members of the same families? A brother in one school and a sister in 

another create an opportunity to share the knowledge that can make a difference 

in a whole family’s life. 

Governance Matters, But Not How You Think It Does.

It’s time to put factionalism behind and have charters and pilots be laboratories that 

districts can learn from. That means leaving maximalist positions behind—a tall order, 

but one that becomes easier to see as collaborative practices take root.

Seven Principles of Collaborative Reform

The ethos that has enabled rapid, successful change in the Promise Neighborhood and Promise 

Zone stands on its own as a challenge to the education reform stalemate. It’s worth drawing out the 

component parts of that ethos. 
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Data Matters. 

Accountability and measurement require organizations to share student-level data.

At the level of an entire school district, this presents legal and operational challenges. 

It’s worth building the trust required to face those challenges. 

Results Matter. 

“Results-based accountability” requires vulnerability from stakeholders. By starting 

with the goal in mind and working backward to discover what kinds of change are 

needed, everyone’s interests are up in the air. Once again, the willingness to engage in 

processes with potentially radical outcomes only comes from building trust.

Money Matters: Flexibility Matters.

State funding in California is not adequate to provide students with a basic education. 

How can it cover the kinds of interventions that can make a difference? This is where 

the grants that the Promise Zone designation makes accessible become vital, and this is 

where private, philanthropic support can leverage enormous change. 

This is also where philanthropic sources must look past the issue of governance. 

Charter schools have demonstrated innovative approaches, but a charter-first approach 

can never reach the vast majority of kids without staging a costly upheaval against 

predictable opposition. We need your help for all the schools in the Promise Zone.
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The opportunity before private and philanthropic leadership is unparalleled. Inside the Promise Zone,

a new phase of charter-district collaboration can begin—one that puts the needs of students, 

educators, and their communities before all else.

YPI believes that collaborative education reform in the Promise Zone can break the cycle of 

intergenerational poverty. We believe that with support, these reforms can fuel student success in 

the 47 schools of the Zone, for the 30,500 students enrolled there, and be replicated in all of LAUSD, 

inspiring positive change for students across the country.

Our model for doing so calls for “fully loading” the schools of the Promise Zone, district and charter 

alike. Operationally, that requires the expansion of our community schools model from its current 

12 schools in the Promise Zone to cover all 47. 

For an example of what a fully loaded Promise Zone school could look like, examine Bert Corona 

Charter School in Pacoima. Bert Corona features LA Promise Corps AmeriCorps Tutors, GEAR UP 

college readiness, School Climate Transformation, Promise Neighborhood supports, tutoring, and 

a 21st Century before and after-school program. 

In Hollywood, Le Conte Middle School represents a school that has substantial programming 

but requires a boost to maximize the effect of wraparound services. Its Promise Neighborhood 

programming already includes LA Promise Corps AmeriCorps Tutors; Safe Routes to School; 

School2Home computers for families and digital literacy workshops; Carol White physical education 

and nutrition programming; a new Sound Body, Sound Mind, fitness center; and a Community 

Supported Agriculture program. Its GEAR UP program consolidates students’ gains by lighting their 

paths toward college. 

The cost of establishing and maintaining a Full Service Community School is $250,000 per year. 

Braiding public and private support is the key to the growth and sustainability of this model,

which has already brought enormous impact to the students we serve. 

YPI knows the road to a comprehensive community school program in the Promise Zone is long and 

expensive. But we know what that road looks like and what it will take to get there. We reach out to 

private and philanthropic funders with joy, determination, and the same collaborative spirit that has 

brought us this far. 

The Future Starts Now:
Vision of a Fully Loaded Promise Zone
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The Los Angeles Promise Zone has the eyes of the nation on it. The lessons we have learned are 

already part of a national conversation. By helping establish comprehensive community schools within 

the Promise Zone today, your leadership will lay down a marker for national collaborative change 

tomorrow, as future Promise Zones come online and the tools we refine are replicated and shared. 

Please join us. 


