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Dear Friends: 

With great pleasure, we offer these four case studies of successful Gateway City initiatives. Linking the work 
to our annual Gateway City Innovation Awards allowed us to conduct this novel research. Financial support 
from generous event sponsors—combined with some additional underwriting from the Boston Foundation—
gave us resources to plow many hours into the project, travelling across the state and taking time to reflect on 
what we heard during our visits. 

As you will read, the Gateway City leaders made excellent research subjects. They welcomed us into their world 
to explain how they overcame considerable obstacles and candidly shared thoughts on how they could do even 
better. The research and writing benefited from Amy Dain, a consultant to MassINC, who was groomed at the 
Kennedy School and the Pioneer Institute. She accompanied me on all of the interviews, bringing an outstanding 
eye and intuition for policy research. In addition to reading these case studies, I strongly encourage you to visit 
our website to view video of the interviews. Llyr Johansen, a recent addition to the MassINC team, expertly  
captured the voices of Gateway City leaders and produced compelling videos that bring their stories to life.  

MassINC’s focus on Gateway Cities is driven by a wholehearted belief that within these communities burn the 
flames that we must fan to rekindle a strong and stable middle class. For so many Massachusetts residents, the 
work that Gateway City leaders are undertaking provides the fuel for strong-willed pursuit of the American 
Dream. The policy support that we offer these leaders must be backed by evidence and hard data. But as these 
case studies illustrate, our investment decisions cannot be made on the basis of numbers alone. Qualitative 
research and investigation is critical to ensuring that state policy is implemented successfully and that com-
munities have the latitude they need to innovate and course-correct. 

As always, we thank you for you continued support and encourage you to remain steadfast with us in this 
important work.

Sincerely,

Executive Director 
MassINC Gateway Cities Innovation Institute 
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INTRODUCTION 
Life was simpler a generation ago  General practitioners treated 
a wide array of ailments, attorneys lawyered most any case 
that came their way, and CEOs led homegrown, family-owned 
businesses with financing from local banks  Over the past few 
decades, waves of specialization, consolidation, and global-
ization have dramatically altered professional patterns and 
corporate holdings  These trends have hit our commonwealth’s 
Gateway Cities with especially blunt force 

Responding to the challenges brought about by industrial 
change requires strong leadership, but the changes them-
selves have eroded the leadership capacity of small to midsize 
cities throughout the US  Consolidation leaves fewer commit-
ted private sector leaders with a long-term vision at the civic 
table  The rapid pace of economic change creates more resi-
dential turnover  Declining household income means residents 
have less time to volunteer and fewer resources to donate or 
stake campaigns for public office 

Gateway Cities clearly need new governance structures and 
leadership development strategies to thrive in this more 
complex world  Academics have vigorously debated different 
approaches, leaving in their wake a trail of seemingly logical 
ideas from which communities may choose  A growing body 
of evidence demonstrates that the stakes for this decision are 
high  More so than any other factor, local leadership separates 
cities that succeed from those that struggle 1 

This volume presents four case studies that offer guidance 
for those invested in helping Gateway Cities choose and suc-
cessfully establish next-generation governance and leadership 
development models  By looking closely at initiatives that have 
provided an effective response to complex challenges in a vari-
ety of settings, the case studies reveal lessons about the struc-
ture of leadership in Gateway Cities, as well as current leader-
ship capacity and efforts to tap a wellspring of future leaders 

The first case study examines the Five District Partnership, 
a collaborative venture developed by the Chelsea, Everett, 
Malden, Revere, and Winthrop school districts in response 
to the challenge of student mobility  Every year, thousands 
of students move among the schools in these neighboring 
cities, creating major disruptions in learning  The case study 
examines the collaborative leadership model the partnership 
has created, which spreads the power to effect change across 
five superintendents and down to teacher-leaders responsible 
for developing curriculum in over 40 different schools  

For the second case study, we travel to Lawrence and find 
another example of collaborative leadership in a very different 
educational setting  In 2012, the state placed Lawrence’s strug-
gling school district in receivership and appointed a superinten-
dent with sweeping powers to transform the system  The new 
superintendent used these powers to grant individual school 
leaders more autonomy  He then challenged schools to use 
this autonomy to expand the learning opportunities available to 
students by partnering with local nonprofits  

Holyoke is the setting for the third case study: a look at the 
Safe and Successful Youth Initiative, which seeks to reduce 
violence among proven-risk youth  This effort involves a 
challenging collaborative model to address one of the most 
complex problems Gateway Cities face  Despite the high 
degree of difficulty, all indications suggest that the approach 
is saving lives  

The final stop on our tour is a visit to Worcester, where we look 
at two examples of how Gateway Cities cultivate leadership 
qualities in their changing citizenry  The case study begins 
with the Latino Education Institute, a center at Worcester State 
University that provides high-quality summer and after school 
programs with a heavy emphasis on developing the civic iden-
tity of the city’s immigrant youth  For another perspective, we 
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examine young adult and young professional leadership insti-
tutes run by the Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce  

These four case studies can be read by those interested in 
the specific problems and specific adaptations Gateway Cities 
have put in place to address them  However, our hope is that 
the cases provoke deeper reflection on common themes that 
emerge, including three that we explore in more detail in these 
introductory pages: how leaders work together collaboratively, 
the leaderships styles they employ to build buy-in for change, 
and the readiness of Gateway City residents to engage as full 
participants in the work of community revitalization   

Collaborative Leadership
Power in Gateway Cities is often distributed across a long lead-
ership table  Seats are filled by holders of elected office and 
officials from an array of government organizations, chamber 
executives, hospital CEOs, college presidents, and heads of 
community foundations and local nonprofits  Many believe that 
the key for these communities is maximizing this leadership 
potential through initiatives that marshal resources and target 
them strategically at shared priorities  This collaborative impact 
approach, as it has been termed, is not without its challenges 2

Foremost, it often runs contrary to forces that keep leaders 
from coalescing  Many times organizations simply have con-
flicting interests  Even when leaders share objectives, they 
may shy away from collaboration because it makes taking 
credit for results more difficult  Working in coalition also 
involves a high degree of risk  Building consensus and imple-
menting initiatives through a tangled web of bureaucracies 
introduces extra complexity and often requires more time  

Despite these challenges, focused collaboration can be found 
in different forms in every one of these case studies  It hap-
pens in the 5DP because the five school superintendents—the 
principal leaders in the endeavor—had built relationships with 
one another over decades, resulting in an exceptional level 
of trust  Lawrence is different  The state-appointed superin-
tendent was brand new to the community  However, he had 
confidence that the organizations could offer quality learning 

opportunities and he could demonstrate to the organizations 
that he had the intention, the resources, and the power 
to make productive partnerships happen  Collaboration in 
Holyoke was a forced marriage  It occurred because it was a 
requirement of the state grant (and the only way to deliver the 
comprehensive set of services that proven-risk youth need)  

While different forces enabled each of these collaborative part-
nerships to form, it is likely that one common characteristic 
explains their success  Each undertaking narrowly focuses on 
a single achievable goal: aligning curriculum so students do 
not miss units when they transfer schools in the 5DP, getting 
more youth to more enrichment activities in Lawrence, and 
wrapping support around a very small and specific population 
of young men in Holyoke  This conclusion is consistent with 
the literature on successful collaborative impact partnerships 3

However, the Gateway City cases differ from the theoretical 
vision for collaborative impact in the most fundamental way  
While the classical idea is that these partnerships will result in 
organizations programming existing resources more efficiently, 
all of these models required new outside funding  The SSYI ser-
vice in Holyoke relied entirely on a new grant  Lawrence received 
large 21st Century Community Learning Centers grants from 
the state to support the community partnerships, as well as 
significant grants from private foundations  While the outside 
funding for the 5DP was much smaller relative to the operation, 
the districts still relied heavily on grants from the state depart-
ment of education to get the initiative off the ground  These 
outside resources led to systems change and significant positive 
momentum, but it remains to be seen whether these communi-
ties will be able to sustain their success over the long term   

Transformational vs. Transactional Leaders
The leadership style that individuals employ is another important 
consideration  Those who study leadership in cities undergoing 
stressful change often differentiate between transactional lead-
ers and transformational leaders  Transactional leaders attract 
followers by bargaining for their support with inducements  In 
contrast, transformational leaders are the charismatic type who 
lay out a clear vision for change that inspires followers 4

Watch Our Live Interviews 

MassINC is searching for  
compelling new ways to draw  
attention to successful Gateway  
City initiatives  We captured all  
of our interviews for these case 
studies on video  Visit massinc org 
to hear powerful stories directly 
from Gateway City leaders 
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Transactional leaders gain trust in a community through 
competence  While transactional leaders are often averse to 
change, those who wish to move communities in new direc-
tions can skillfully cash in on this earned trust by incrementally 
asking followers to adopt new practices  The 5DP case study 
has elements of transactional leadership  In this example, 
long-serving superintendents compensated teachers for their 
work developing and implementing aligned course sequences  
Change occurred one subject at a time over multiple years 

While the most effective leaders in Gateway Cities may use 
a transactional style at times, change agents in these com-
munities often rely more heavily on a transformational lead-
ership style  They are able to lay out a clear vision, a cause 
that appeals to the moral values of their followers  Modelling 
behavior consistent with achieving this moral cause, transfor-
mational leaders often encourage followers to challenge old 
assumptions  Transformational leadership may be more likely 
in collaborative endeavors precisely because these leaders are 
often altruistic, which makes them more willing to take greater 
risk and sacrifice credit  This in turn inspires others to tran-
scend their own self-interest 5

The risk-taking proposition that the Holyoke SSYI team makes 
with every partner in the initiative is an example  The Holyoke 
SSYI leaders win the support of employers, the courts, and 
others in the community by passionately communicating a 
conviction that the young men in their care deserve a second 
chance and that the program can give them this opportunity  

Transformational leadership can be particularly effective 
when those being led are predisposed to believe in the moral 
purpose, have been frustrated by past efforts, and are longing 
for change  This is often the case in Gateway Cities, where 
leadership involves winning the backing of those who came to 
work in government and social service agencies with a genu-
ine desire to improve the lives of others 6 Studies of education-
al leadership in school settings show that transformational 
leaders are able to produce dramatic change by generating 
renewed commitment to the organization  This is achieved by 
establishing a vision and giving teachers autonomy to realize 
it together 7

This is certainly one way to view the transformation in Lawrence  
Prior to the takeover, the Lawrence school district was among 
the lowest performing in the state  Without dramatic personnel 
changes, the district has made remarkable headway in just a 
few short years  The superintendent’s vision that all students 
deserve more learning in a wider variety of settings was a strong 
moral call to action  Giving schools greater leeway sent a strong 
signal that the system would support bold action to achieve this 
vision, inspiring confidence and generating commitment from 
principals and teachers 

Engaged Residents
Leadership studies overwhelmingly focus on the leader as the 
unit of analysis, but qualities of the led also deserve careful 
consideration  Sociologists find higher levels of social capital 
in neighborhoods where residents share values and trust one 
another  This social capital creates collective efficacy, a term 
for residents with the ability to self-organize and accomplish 
much for the common good on their own 8 As a field, community 
development has traditionally been about boosting the capacity 
of neighborhoods to self-organize around problems and deci-
sion-making processes affecting the larger community 

Questions for Additional Consideration 

•   How do Gateway Cities make leadership develop-
ment and citizen participation a community-wide 
priority?

•   How do Gateway Cities benchmark their success 
developing next-generation leaders and fostering 
citizen participation?

•   What are the specific qualities that Gateway Cities 
should look for in individuals or seek to build 
through leadership development programs to pro-
mote collaborative leadership?

•   What changes to formal governance structures are 
needed to facilitate collaborative leadership?

•   How should Gateway Cities respond when the civic 
discourse creates divisions at odds with the goal of 
inclusive citizen participation?

         “Transformational leaders are able to  
                           produce dramatic change by generating  
                  renewed com mitment to the organization.”
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The changes that Gateway Cities are undergoing and the 
economic instability of many of their residents clearly 
make it more difficult for social capital to form  Establishing 
trusting relationships in diverse neighborhoods with a high 
degree of residential turnover is difficult  Participation in 
civic life is strongly linked to income and education, the 
resources residents bring to the interaction, as well as to 
homeownership, which increases the return on investment  
Studies show that city leaders often make ill-advised deci-
sions on behalf of the public when citizen participation is 
absent from the process  9 

The case studies provide examples of Gateway Cities working 
hard to prepare community members for participation in civic 
life  In Lawrence, Parent Education Circles facilitated through 
the nonprofit partnerships give residents the resources needed 

to successfully engage with teachers and contribute some-
thing positive to the entire school community  Proven-risk 
young men receiving services from the Holyoke SSYI program 
are trained to engage with local leaders and advocate for their 
own needs  These experiences are intended to be therapeutic  
They show youth that they do have voice and their actions can 
influence their life circumstances  

In the final analysis, a clear takeaway from the case studies is 
that Gateway Cities contain a large reservoir of untapped lead-
ership capacity  There is a popular refrain among experts in this 
field: “leaders are just ordinary people with extraordinary deter-
mination ” Gateway Cities are full of immigrants and others 
who show extraordinary determination every day overcoming 
adversity  When these residents are inspired to lead, they bring 
enormous energy and invaluable life experience  

Teacher-leaders, parent-leaders,  
and next-generation leaders  
in Lawrence

Endnotes
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orative Leadership Make a Difference in School Improvement?” Educational 
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Work” Stanford Social Innovation Review 20 (2012).
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THE FIVE DISTRICT  
PARTNERSHIP CASE STUDY
 

Solving the complex challenges faced by Gateway Cities almost 
always involves leaders joining forces across institutions  This 
is a challenge in itself  Organizations have separate missions, 
budgets, chains of authority, and systems of accountability  
How do they successfully overcome these bureaucratic obsta-
cles? The Five District Partnership’s response to the problems 
caused by student mobility is a powerful case study 
 
The superintendents leading neighboring school districts in 
Chelsea, Everett, Malden, Revere, and Winthrop knew that 
thousands of students were moving mid-year from one of 
their communities to another  This meant that children were 
repeating some academic units and missing others, as there 
were no standard sequences for teaching subjects  They 
formed the Five District Partnership (5DP) to align teaching  
plans across schools so that third-grade fractions, for exam-
ple, are taught everywhere in September  Children who trans-
fer mid-year no longer miss or repeat units  The partnership is 
not only benefiting students in mobile families; it has become 
a platform for the districts to work together in a number of 
innovative ways  

Read on to learn more about the 5DP model and what this case 
study tells us about leading the way to change in Gateway Cities  

THE PROBLEM:  
Thousands of transferring students are  
missing portions of the curriculum
Mary Bourque, superintendent of the Chelsea Public Schools, 
wrote her doctoral dissertation on the issue of students trans-
ferring among the five communities  Dr  Bourque found that 
the negative impact of high student mobility in the region 
extended beyond the mobile students, affecting the whole 
school community 1 

The scenario may look like this: a family cannot keep up with 
rent for their apartment in Revere, so they move in with rela-
tives in Everett  They save money and eventually rent another 
apartment in Chelsea  Their daughter learns fractions in the 
fall in Revere and repeats fractions in the spring in Everett  
Unfortunately, she misses the unit on measurement altogeth-
er, so she will need remedial help to catch up in Chelsea  She 
begins the next school year in Chelsea prepared, but teachers 
must repeat material for her entire class that other transfer-
ring students have missed  The pace of instruction slows and 
academic achievement suffers for everyone  

Dr  Bouque’s analysis indicated that if teachers in these five 
districts could synchronize their teaching, nearly 30,000 
students would benefit  
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7,038 1,090

total enrollment
students entering/exiting mid-year

1,2387,458

7,227 881

2,054 165

6,636 1,141

Source: MA Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

Enrollment and mobility in 5DP Districts, 2014

malden

everett

revere

chelsea

winthrop

1
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THE LEADERS:  
Deep roots in the community and strong bonds
The story of the 5DP can’t be told without first explaining that 
all of the leaders involved had deep roots in their communi-
ties  Dr  Bouque is a product of the Chelsea Public Schools  
She has been an educator in the district for nearly two 
decades  Over the years, she has formed strong bonds with 
leaders from the other five school districts, who have similar 
ties to their communities 

Tom Stella, the assistant superintendent overseeing Everett’s 
participation in the 5DP, graduated from the Everett Public 
Schools, just like his grandmother and his children  John 
Macero, Winthrop’s superintendent, was a teacher in Everett 
alongside Dr  Stella for 20 years  Mr  Macero then became a 
principal in Revere at the same time as Dr  Dakin, Revere’s 
longtime superintendent  Dr  DeRuosi, Malden’s superinten-
dent, was also a principal in Revere working under Dr  Dakin  
Dr  DeRuosi talks about how growing up in the community 
gives these leaders deeper understanding  “The mom who 
comes into our office who works three jobs: I know her…that 
was my mom,” he says   

A few years ago, this group of education leaders started joking 
about forming a partnership  When the talk turned serious, 
they realized that launching the Five District Partnership was 
quite doable  Unlike the students who were moving regular-
ly, this leadership team was stable  As Dr  Dakin says, “The 
human connections made the effort go easier than if we were 
strangers ”

THE OPPORTUNITY:  
The Common Core 
Dr  Bourque inspired the key leaders to come together and 
mobilized buy-in from the key leaders to come together to 
address it  The timing was fortuitous: The districts had to 
respond to dramatic change ushered in by the new Common 
Core Standards  School leaders and teachers would need to 
translate these standards into curriculum and assessments  
It made sense for teachers to collaborate across districts  
“None of us had the administrative or teacher capacity to align 
lessons to the new standards on our own,” Dr  Bourque notes  
While they were working on the Common Core changes, they 
could sequence their year-long teaching plans 

 

THE STRATEGY:  
Build a strong and sustainable platform
The superintendents thoughtfully designed a structure for 
implementing their idea  Here are some key features that made 
it work:
• House the partnership in the districts. The partnership 

would be a creature of the participating districts, not pri-
marily a project of an external partner, consultant, or state 
agency  Each district provided resources to the partner-
ship to demonstrate their commitment to it  

• Hire staff to coordinate the effort: The districts hired 
and managed a staff person dedicated to the project, 
which gave it real focus and capacity 

• Have teachers in the districts take the lead. At the end 
of the day, aligning course sequences would require buy-in 
from teachers in the classrooms  It made sense that teach-
ers be empowered to develop year-long plans (the docu-
ment with the unit sequences for teachers to follow) using 
their knowledge of course progression  Consultants and 
state curriculum specialists provided some assistance, but 
teachers drove the decision-making  The partners secured 
funding to pay the teachers for the work  Teachers gained 
leadership experience, deepened their expertise, and got to 
know their colleagues better  This learning stayed in-house  

• Develop and improve year-long plans through an 
expanding and iterative process. The leaders of the 
5DP did not press for change overnight  Rather, they put 
in place a process that initially allowed teachers to devel-
op a small set of year-long plans  Teachers then tested 
these plans and provided feedback to improve upon 
them  This iterative process is unfolding over several 
years, building buy-in and expanding incrementally until 
all of the common courses are sequenced  

• Secure outside funding to support the work. The 
superintendents were concerned that with tight budgets 
and other urgent needs, it might be hard to get sufficient 
funding from all of the districts to support the program  
Resources from the state Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education provided the fuel to get the part-
nership operating  A grant from the Boston Foundation 
helped accelerate momentum  

“Teachers quickly realized that they had a lot  
                  in common and interesting insights to share.”
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THE IMPLEMENTATION:  
Learning to walk, trying not to run 
In 2012, Cove Johnstone Davis was hired to direct the Five 
District Partnership  She quickly formed several teams for 
implementation: the leadership team, including superinten-
dents and assistant superintendents; a steering committee, 
with three teachers or school level administrators from each 
district; and content teams, staffed by teachers and curricu-
lum directors  

The initial task was to develop common year-long plans so 
that teachers would follow the same sequence as they taught 
their courses  They might use different curriculums, texts, 
and assessments, but the main components of each subject 
would be taught around the same time in the academic cal-
endar across all five districts 

The first summer, the 5DP recruited 85 teachers for the content 
teams  Although there was initially some awkwardness, the 
teachers quickly realized that they had a lot in common and 
interesting insights to share  To reinforce this point, Dr  Davis 
shares an anecdote of two English teachers from different dis-
tricts discussing the needs of a transferring student  Moments 
into the exchange, the teachers realize they had both taught 
the same boy 

In year one, content teams developed sequences for English 
Language Arts (ELA) and math in grades 2 through 8  That fall, 
several classes piloted these year-long plans  The teachers 
collected feedback via surveys and revised the plans accord-
ingly  Over the course of the 2013-14 school year, content 
teams assembled and created plans for ELA and math for 
kindergarten and first grade, for history and social studies 
for grades 2 through 8, and for ELA for grades 9 and 10  Now 
in the third year, 5DP content teams are working on plans for 

math and ELA for the remaining grades, as well as for science, 
history and social studies  While the bulk of this work has 
been completed during summer recess, districts have provid-
ed teachers with release days when planning meetings were 
required during the school year  

As the 5DP gained credibility and momentum, many ideas sur-
faced for how it could be put to good use  The leadership team 
was careful to remain focused  Dr  Davis was results-oriented 
and saw it as her responsibility to ensure that the districts 
remained disciplined about what they took on and what they 
would sidestep  

Responding to the demands of teaching the Common Core 
was a founding principle, so it made sense to use the part-
nership as a platform for sharing professional development 
capacity to help teachers adapt to this new approach  Much 
of the training offered jointly through the partnership has 
involved Understanding by the Design (UbD), a process to help 
teachers design curriculum, assessments, and lesson plans 
for Common Core Standards  Teachers using UbD begin by 
identifying what students are expected to know and how stu-
dents will demonstrate their ability to put this knowledge to 
good use  Then they develop a lesson plan that will help them 
carefully tailor instruction to achieve these outcomes  UbD 
also calls upon teachers to work collaboratively to regularly 
review curriculum and assessments, continuously improving 
to increase student learning  

Through the 5DP, content teams are beginning to use UbD to 
move beyond year-long plans and also produce lesson plans 
for courses  These lesson plans will be available to teachers 
with a login to the 5DP website; unlike the year-long sequenc-
es, teachers won’t be obligated to use them  

A 5DP content team 
working together to 

build a year-long plan 
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THE RESULTS:  
Early returns with long-term payoff potential 
The 5DP has already produced significant benefits for the 
participating districts  Work remains to quantify these gains, 
but here is what we can say at the moment: 

1. The 5DP has increased alignment, which means 
less missed content for mobile students. Academic 
achievement is affected by countless factors including 
the many interventions schools undertake, so it is hard 
to tease out the effect of the 5DP  But logic holds that 
when there is standard sequencing across districts, 
students transferring within the districts will not miss 
sections of the curriculum as often  Alignment plans 
are now in place for most classes  Chelsea, Malden, and 
Revere phase assessments according to the year-long 
plans, so at least in these three districts, it is possible to 
confirm that teachers are following common sequencing  

2. The combination of 5DP teacher leadership positions, 
networking, and professional development can ele-
vate instruction. The 5DP is increasing collaboration by 
bringing teachers together to deliberate on curriculum, 
standards, assessment, and lesson plans  The 5DP also 
gives the districts the ability to make more profession-
al development opportunities available, particularly for 
educators in small departments with fewer faculty  The 
superintendents believe bringing talented teachers across 
districts to work in teams leads to the cross-fertilization 
of ideas  Describing his first days in the classroom, Dr  
Dakin emphasizes the benefits of having teachers interact 
with master teachers from other districts: “Back then, 
we closed our classroom doors and taught from the 
book  Today it’s all about taking ideas from great teach-
ers and all of the time trying to get better at our craft ”  

3. The partnership is drawing resources into the district. 
In 2014, the partnership was awarded a $100,000 grant 
from the Boston Foundation to train teacher leaders to 
deliver professional development on UbD  More recently, 
together with a center at UMass Boston focused on math 
and science instruction, the 5DP received a $50,000 grant 
to train middle-school science teachers on new science 
standards and developing high-quality assessments 

As word about the successful partnership spreads, many 
groups are approaching the districts with new ideas for collabo-
ration around curriculum, assessment, and professional devel-
opment  The scale, efficiencies, and successful track record are 
appealing to funders  Relationships between teachers across 
the district continue to develop and strengthen, positioning the 
5DP to pursue even more challenging work in the future  

THE ROAD AHEAD:  
The 5DP as a vehicle for innovation
An axiom in urban education is that high performance cannot 
be found at scale  If you look across the country for exceptions 
to that rule, districts in the 5DP may come as close as any  
Together these five districts contain 40 schools and not a single 
one is rated Level 4 or 5 (the two lowest categories in the state’s 
accountability framework)  This strong performance predates 
the 5DP and can be attributed to many factors  Chelsea, for 
example, benefited from a two-decade partnership with Boston 
University  That these systems were relatively high-function-
ing at the outset certainly contributed to the 5DP’s success  
Now with the 5DP partnership, these communities are even 
better situated for additional improvement 

To make further gains closing achievement gaps, Massachu-
setts needs new strategies to help communities use limited 
funding to support students and families as efficiently as possi-
ble  This will require investing catalytic resources in places that 
are ready to innovate  New forms of assessment and account-
ability will be particularly important to directing resources 
toward more effective teaching and learning  

Assessment has been a prominent issue for 5DP leaders  
Chelsea, Malden, and Revere have relied heavily on external 
partners (ANet and Bay State Reading Institute) to help develop 
assessments that give teachers a better understanding of how 
individual students are progressing and help teaching teams 
target areas for improvement in learning and instruction  
Everett was utilizing Edwin Teaching and Learning, an assess-
ment system funded through the Race to the Top grant, which 
is no longer operational  Training teachers to use assessments 
and the data they produce on an ongoing basis is costly and 
time consuming  Positioning the 5DP districts to move forward 
on this work will require a significant upfront funding commit-
ment from an outside investor  

Another important marker on the road forward for the 5DP 
is an external evaluation  As with many ambitious education 
undertakings, the superintendents bootstrapped resources to 
get the project off the ground  This meant adequate resourc-
es were not available to quantify outcomes  Conscious of the 
need to build future efforts on top of hard evidence, 5DP lead-
ers are eager for a rigorous review  
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LEADING THE WAY TO CHANGE IN GATEWAY 
CITIES: LESSONS FROM THE 5DP
The 5DP case study offers several lessons for Gateway City 
leaders working to unite with others in the community to tack-
le hard problems  First, it is an example of how collaborative 
leadership can succeed  Collaborative leadership has been 
a hot topic in Gateway City circles since the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Boston published a seminal research paper showing 
the one factor that differentiates cities striving for a comeback 
is the extent to which the community works together with a 
common vision for renewal 2 This idea has gained traction as an 
intentional strategy in the form of collective impact initiatives, 
organized efforts whereby community groups mobilize behind 
a plan of action  Like the 5DP, the most successful of these 
efforts have focused on a well-defined solvable problem 3 

The 5DP also provides powerful evidence that collaborative 
leadership can be particularly effective in education settings  
Around the same time that the Fed published its findings on 
resurgent cities, researchers began connecting school improve-
ment to collaborative leadership  While studies had long pointed 
to principals as change agents, rigorous research suggests 
an even more effective variant of education leadership comes 
when administrators, principals, and teachers work together to 
promote change  This happens through governance models that 
encourage broad participation in decision-making and shared 
accountability 4 To a T, this is the type of structure the 5DP lead-
ers built  

Viewed from a slightly different angle, another translation of 
this takeaway is we don’t always need a John Wayne to ride 
into town  There is a popular tendency to credit change to 
transformational leaders, heroes who save a city or turn around 
a struggling school, but more often, improvement happens col-
lectively and within a system that can support change  Leaders 
at the top, in this case the superintendents, are still the cata-
lysts for innovation, but their leadership abilities are effective 
because the right conditions exist within the system  

Conversely, schools that have chronically struggled may be 
unresponsive to action initiated at the top, even when leaders 
do everything right  In education, change may be particularly 
sensitive to the local factors because schools are by nature 
places where leadership is distributed  The formal control of 
superintendents and principals is limited, especially when 
it comes to instructional practice in the classroom 5 When 
teacher leaders engage effectively, change happens, which in 

turn increases the credibility of the leaders at the top  In this 
way, districts gain momentum  

Harvard’s Center for Public Leadership has been working to 
illustrate how a similar positive feedback loop exists within 
communities through a concept they call capital absorption; 
put simply, money flows into places that are able to work 
together to put it to good use 6 Growing interest in the 5DP 
from outside may be evidence of this occurring 

A few reflections on classic leadership theory in the Gateway 
City context from the 5DP:

One might credit some of the 5DP’s success to old-fashioned 
transactional leadership  From this vantage, the storyline 
would be that superintendents got what they wanted because 
teacher leaders were compensated for their time developing 
the plans, and the approach was not radically different than 
how curriculum decisions might traditionally play out in the 
departments of their respective schools  Transactional leader-
ship tactics occur all the time in Gateway Cities (e g , providing 
food to get resident organizers to community meetings or 
paying parents to take on parent leadership roles) 

But transactional tactics are generally combined with other 
strategies to be effective  We cannot discount the profound 
change introduced by the Common Core, which was asking 
teachers to give up some control and work more collabo-
ratively than had been the practice up to that point in their 
careers  In this sense, the 5DP process contained some of the 
classic features of adaptive leadership  The Common Core 
presented a significant challenge to current teaching prac-
tice  By giving teachers control through content teams, they 
experienced this transition not as a moment of loss but rather 
as an opportunity  As Ron Heifetz and his colleagues write, 
adaptive leaders are in the business of “assessing, managing, 
distributing, and providing context for losses that move peo-
ple through those losses to a new place ”7

Finally, there is the very important issue of trust  Going back 
to the beginning of leadership theory, trust has always been 
emphasized as a critical factor  The local roots of the 5DP 
superintendents may have played an important role in secur-
ing buy-in, but trust was likely also generated by empowering 
teachers  Studies show that trust in the direct leader is even 
more important than trust in organizational leaders higher up 
the chain of command 8 

“As word about the successful partnership spreads,    
                     many groups are approaching the districts  
       with new ideas for collaboration.”
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So what can we conclude about the 5DP as a replicable model?

The 5DP demonstrates that partnering is an effective strategy 
to innovate more efficiently  Modest public and philanthropic 
resources can facilitate this approach when the conditions are 
right  It is great to have an external threat or opportunity and 
entities with the capacity to engage productively (it helped 
tremendously that all five of these districts were high-func-
tioning going into the partnership)  Trust is valuable, but edu-
cators without strong relationships will work together to solve 
problems and build allegiance along the way  The leaders of 
the five districts want to make this point clear  As Dr  Bourque 
says, prior relationships aren’t a prerequisite: “What is nec-
essary is to identify a common need that you can address 
together ” Perhaps now that the five districts have shown the 
way, other school systems will follow their lead  
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THE LAWRENCE COMMUNITY 
PARTNERSHIPS CASE STUDY

At their best, Gateway Cities like Lawrence launch young 
residents out into the world and securely up into the middle 
class  But acting as a springboard for intergenerational eco-
nomic mobility is getting more difficult, as Robert Putnam 
portrays in his most recent book, Our Kids. Children living in 
urban communities no longer get the full array of experiences 
they need to grow into successful adults  In large part this is 
because so many families are low-income and led by a single 
parent working long hours  This makes it difficult for them to 
engage with schools and establish relationships with other 
families in the neighborhood  Without the social capital that 
develops from these interactions, families are less stable and 
communities less cohesive 1

Lawrence is certainly not unique in experiencing these chal-
lenges, but the collaborative spirit and bold ambition with 
which city leaders have joined together to support children 
and families is tells an exceptional story  A receiver appointed 
by the state to take over the city’s struggling school system 
is working alongside a new mayor and the heads of strong 
civic organizations  Together, the schools, the mayor, and local 
nonprofits are weaving a web of partnerships to give students 
and families a diverse array of opportunities to engage in the 
community and draw sustenance from it  

THE PROBLEM: 
A matter of time
If you had only one word to describe the challenge Gateway 
Cities like Lawrence face, the word to choose would be time  
As the Massachusetts-based nonprofit the National Center on 
Time & Learning has compellingly demonstrated, high-pov-
erty schools cannot provide all of the experiences that dis-
advantaged students need to thrive in our complex society 
within the constraints of the traditional six-and-a-half-hour-
day, 180-day-school-year schedule 2 While communities like 

Lawrence strive to offer organized sports, dance, drama, and 
other quality enrichment programs outside of school, mak-
ing it to these activities is challenging for youth who lack 
transportation, often have childcare obligations for younger 
siblings, and a whole variety of other barriers to participation  
The reality is very few youth in low-income communities get 
enough exposure to life experiences that help them build rela-
tionships with adults, learn to work as a team, develop a better 
understanding of their talents, and discover opportunities 
available to them in the wider world 

Parents also lack time  They work long, hard hours, often at 
multiple jobs  Language and cultural barriers make it more 
difficult for them to get the most out of the limited time they 
do have to engage with their child’s school  Without the ability 
to participate fully in school-centered activities, they have 
difficulty forming relationships with other parents, making it 
harder to exchange knowledge about struggles a child may be 
having, gather information about job opportunities for them-
selves or a family member, and support in time of crisis  This 
has implications beyond individual students and families  If 
schools aren’t weaving this social fabric, it’s much harder for 
neighborhoods and the city itself to function as a successful 
community 3   

THE OPPORTUNITY: 
A collaborative state receiver; an exceptionally 
strong network of civic organizations; a new 
mayor
In response to the chronically low performance of the Law-
rence Public Schools, the state put the district in receivership, 
placing Jeff Riley at the helm in 2012  The new superinten-
dent was an outsider from Boston best known for converting 
one of BPS’s worst performing middle schools into one of its 
best  Among his key reforms, Superintendent Riley extended 
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the school day, partnering with a number of high capacity 
nonprofits to provide fun and challenging activities  While 
many leaders dropped into a failing school system would 
look inward, focusing on academics to drive up test scores, 
Superintendent Riley knew the power of strong partners, 
appreciated that schools need to educate the whole child, and 
had faith that investing in community partnerships would pay 
off over time   

Superintendent Riley landed in the perfect place  For a city of 
its size, Lawrence was awash with nonprofit capacity in edu-
cation, youth development, and community organizing  The 
Community Group (TCG) has been a nationally-recognized 
leader in the field of early childhood development since the 
1970s  In the 1990s, TCG became one of the early leaders in 
the charter movement, launching a successful K-8 school 
with a long history of exchanging ideas and practice with 
public school educators  Thanks in part to the generosity of 
families who got a strong start in Lawrence, the city also has 
a state-of-the-art Boys and Girls Club and a healthy YMCA  
While most cities of Lawrence’s size have limited nonprofit 
community development capacity, Lawrence has two prom-
inent organizations: Lawrence Community Works (LCW), a 
community development corporation that has drawn national 
attention for its resident engagement, empowerment, and 
asset building model, and Groundwork Lawrence, a nonprofit 
working to bring physical and environmental renewal to the 
city though a federally-funded national network  

In November 2013, one year after Superintendent Riley’s arrival, 
residents elected Mayor Daniel Rivera, a progressive leader, to 
a four-year term  The new administration brought energy and 
optimism to civic leaders fighting for Lawrence families  
 

THE STRATEGY: 
A (two-dimensional) school-community  
partnership
Superintendent Riley’s plan was to partner with community 
organizations to increase the school district’s capacity to 
deliver enrichment activities  Superintendent Riley explains 
the imperative: “You see super high performing schools [in 
high poverty areas], where the students even beat Weston 
kids on the MCAS, but all of the Weston kids get through col-
lege ” He explains that Lawrence kids need more opportunities 
to get up on stage and perform in front of a large audience  
Enrichment opportunities like these give kids the life skills 
they need to thrive  

The partners were on board with Superintendent Riley’s vision 
and positioned themselves to help him achieve it  As they 
worked together and developed trust in Superintendent Riley 
and his team, the community organizations added another 
fold to the strategy  Because the schools reach more residents 
than any other institutions in the community (perhaps half of 
all Lawrencians, between students and their families), they are 
well-positioned to serve as a nexus for community economic 

A Community Education 
Circle coming together
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development efforts  As Jess Andors, the Executive Director 
of Lawrence Community Works, describes the thinking: “We 
wanted to see if the nonprofit and business communities 
could complement the school turnaround effort by connect-
ing with and organizing parents, increasing their attachment 
to the schools and linking them to training and employment 
opportunities that help them become more secure and stable 
economically  If we were able to recreate the schools not only 
as a hub for academic excellence, but also for family access to 
education and opportunity, that would have an amazing impact 
on poverty and the city ”

At a minimum, the community groups could use their orga-
nizing prowess to help with the difficult work of engaging 
parents in the schools  But they could also reach more par-
ents and more effectively connect them to services with the 
potential to improve family finances  Over time, if these efforts 
result in more economic stability for students, all the better 
from the educator’s perspective 

THE IMPLEMENTATION: 
High speed weavers 
Superintendent Riley took over the Lawrence Public Schools 
in January 2012  Right away he started planning ways to give 
students more enrichment programming  His turnaround strat-
egy, issued in May 2012, asked schools to extend learning time, 
specifically calling on schools to reach into the community 

Empowering school leaders to develop productive relationships 
with the community was central to his approach  When he was 
a principal in Boston, Superintendent Riley fought for autono-
my to make decisions that were best for his school  Now as the 
state-appointed receiver for a district of 28 schools, he offered 
greater latitude to principals  He asked them, along with their 
faculty, to figure out how to use expanded learning time to 
serve their students   

To help school leaders create plans to use this additional time 
well, he brought in the National Center on Time & Learning 
(NCTL)  With funding from the Ford Foundation, NCTL provid-
ed deep technical assistance, partnering with school leaders 
and teacher teams to redesign their school day with a focus 
on strengthening instruction and building strong profession-
al learning communities  For example, they helped school 
leaders survey students to better understand what kinds of 
enrichment opportunities kids were looking to explore  They 
also surveyed teachers to build an inventory of in-house 
skills  This gave principals a better understanding of what 

they could provide, what kind of instruction they should pull 
into the schools with help from the community, and what 
activities they might access off campus 

With coaching from NCTL, they were encouraged to look for 
experiences that enabled kids to develop mastery  Having fun 
would not be enough; students needed to show themselves 
and others that they were gaining competencies, whether it 
was learning how to cook healthy foods or how to swim   

With a better grasp of what schools were looking to find, 
Superintendent Riley put together a “speed dating” event  
School principals and local nonprofits leaders spent an eve-
ning rotating around the room for multiple five-minute one-
to-one conversations  This helped school leaders develop a 
sense of what community organizations might offer  Equally 
important, it sent a strong signal to the community organiza-
tions about the school leadership’s commitment to collabo-
ration  Superintendent Riley explains that when he took over 
the schools a few of the partners reached out and “they were 
shocked to hear back from me because that is not how the 
district had typically operated ” Shelia Balboni, the long-time 
leader of The Community Group, is animated when asked 
about the new collaborative spirit: “Before Superintendent 
Riley, we were in some schools, but I had to fight so hard to be 
there, even though it was in the best interest of the children ”

Superintendent Riley began to hold regular meetings with the 
city’s nonprofit leaders  Heather McMann, Executive Director 
of Groundwork Lawrence, explains: “I don’t have time to spare 
for meetings that aren’t going to lead to something  But I had a 
sense that this might be different  I didn’t know exactly where 
Superintendent Riley was going, but I knew I needed to be at 
the table ” 

Soon principals and community organizations were having 
many productive conversations  The school leaders discov-
ered that Lawrence had significantly underused capacity 
for high-quality learning opportunities for kids outside of the 
school setting 

One principal, who saw perhaps a third of her students head 
to after-school programs at the Boys and Girls Club, made a 
call to Kerry Wiersma, the Grants Development Manager at the 
Boys and Girls Club, to follow up on a conversation that began 
at the event  She was wondering if all of her students might 
be able to go to the Boys and Girls Club during school hours 
for enrichment  The Boys and Girls Club’s state-of-the-art 
facility was mostly empty during the school day  Not only did 

“Students needed to show themselves and others  
                              that they were gaining competencies.”
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it have a great aquatics program, the club also had an expan-
sive list of enrichment programs, including a high-quality 
healthy living curriculum designed with a grant from the New 
Balance Foundation and an excellent computer-based Maker 
Education program, equipped with modern technology and 
funding from Intel   

The more principals talked with community leaders, the more 
quality enrichment opportunities they uncovered  A large 
national foundation had supported the Lawrence YMCA’s col-
laboration with a local professor to develop curriculum that 
involves measuring steps and heartrate during active play, 
and using MCAS-tested math skills to analyze the data gener-
ated  Groundwork Lawrence had an environmental education 
curriculum to help kids understand and enjoy the Lawrence 
ecosystem  The Community Group had an established mock 
trial program for fourth graders  

To connect schools to these enrichment opportunities, the 
central office issued an RFP  It then vetted responses and 
put together lists of vendors that the schools could engage 
as community partners  The central office handled the con-
tracting and assisted schools as they developed MOUs with 
external organizations  

By the time kids returned to school in September 2013, plans 
had been laid  A number of schools would be loading all of 
their students on buses once a week to spend the better 
part of a day at the Boys and Girls Club or YMCA  Notable 
among them was the new Oliver Partnership School, itself the 
product of another burgeoning district partnership with the 
Lawrence Teachers Union and its parent organization on the 
state and national level, the American Federation of Teachers  
Managed by the union in collaboration with the district, OPS’s 
model emphasizes seeking the support of local agencies 
and community groups, and a weekly trip to the YMCA for 
the entire student body has remained an integral part of the 
school curriculum since it opened its doors that fall  Other 
schools would be working with The Community Group, who 
relied on their staff and decades of relationships in the city to 
provide array of enrichment activities 

WHILE ALL OF THIS ACTIVITY was going on with a focus 
on extending the school day and providing Lawrence youth 
with more enrichment, nonprofit leaders were sitting around 

another table talking about how the city could compete in 
the Working Cities Challenge, an initiative led by the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Boston to help community leaders develop 
collaborative relationships to tackle hard problems  The rules 
of the competition gave cities wide latitude to choose a prob-
lem to address  But each community could submit only one 
application, and they would be judged heavily on the degree 
to which all sectors (public, private, and nonprofit) were active 
participants in the project   

At first there were many ideas, but slowly Lawrence’s leaders 
came to a consensus that supporting the receiver and the 
school turnaround effort was the priority for the community  
As Jess Andors of Lawrence Community Works explains, “It 
became really clear that the school turnaround is the transfor-
mational systems-changing opportunity in the city right now ” 

The leaders fashioned a bold idea plan to support the school 
turnaround and took the $700,000 first place prize in the 
Working Cities competition in January 2014  Over three 
years, these funds would support the implementation of 
the Lawrence Working Families Initiative  Led by Lawrence 
Community Works and the Lawrence Public Schools, the ini-
tiative involves 37 partners (and growing), including Northern 
Essex Community College, the Greater Lawrence Family 
Health Center, the Valley Works Career Center, the Mayor’s 
Health Task Force, Lawrence General Hospital, and nearly 20 
major employers in the region 

With funding from the Working Cities Challenge, the initiative 
hired a director and a full-time family coach for the Lawrence 
Public Schools Family Resource Center  They began with out-
reach to both parents and employers  

LCW had already begun developing a parent engagement 
strategy through a design team process, the organization’s sig-
nature model for building trust and exploring new approaches 
to solve hard problems  For the design team, LCW assembled a 
small group of parents, teachers, and students to think about 
how you build capacity to engage parents in a school system 
that traditionally lacked effective practices to support com-
munication between families and schools  The design team 
devised a solution they called Community Education Circles 

Parents, teachers, and students from a school would come 
together for a series of three to four weekly discussions held 

“Lawrence leaders came to consensus  
                      that supporting the school turnaround  
             was the priority for the community.”
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over dinner at either their school, LCW, or the home of a parent 
or teacher  These conversations would give members of the 
circle a chance to build relationships and mutual understand-
ing  Each circle would work to create a strategy or project 
that they could implement to make their school community 
stronger  

To engage employers in the schools and increase their con-
tact with a pipeline of parents looking for better employment 
opportunities, partners in the Lawrence Working Families 
Initiative along with the mayor’s office and the city’s business 
development director started to conduct outreach to employ-
ers jointly  Together, they visit companies to better under-
stand their needs and to figure out if there might be a mutual 
benefit in partnering with the school district, for example, 
in offering workshops or sending employees to fill volunteer 
opportunities  According to Jess Andors, the message they 
seek to convey during these visits is less “Here are ways you 
can help us” and more “What can we do to help you?” 

The Lawrence Working Families Initiative provides employers 
with prospective workers who have been pre-screened, and 
offers English language classes, connections to (and scholar-
ships for) sectoral and soft skills training, and complementary 
resources, such as financial coaching for parents 

Recognizing that these employment opportunities may not 
be sufficient, the initiative is also supporting families who are 
interested in self-employment, such as operating as a home 
daycare center, by drawing on the expertise of partners  (The 
Community Group has a long history of training home day-
care providers ) With tighter integration to the schools, there 
is hope that as parents gain experience in early education, 
they can move up the career ladder and into public school 
teaching, helping the schools expand its workforce of diverse, 
highly-qualified educators  

THE RESULTS: 
A web of school-community partnerships 
The Lawrence Boy and Girls Club’s state-of-the-art facility 
just a few years ago sat dark during school hours, but now it 
is buzzing with activity all day  Each week, six schools take 
turns bussing students over to the club during the school day  
Students pick two one-hour classes to take during their week-
ly visit  Options include art, basketball, cooking and nutrition, 
computers, creative writing, dance, karate, music, and swim-
ming  By the end of the year, each student completes six 
enrichment courses  

The YMCA in Lawrence set up something similar, with kids 
getting bussed in from another set of schools  The Y also sends 
its staff into the schools to deliver enrichment on-site to reach 
even more students than its facilities can accommodate  Frank 
Kennelly at the YMCA explains that they used to serve 140 kids 

after school; now they are reaching thousands of Lawrence 
kids, both at the Y and in the schools 

Groundwork Lawrence has also expanded its scope  While the 
nonprofit had maintained an environmental educator on staff, 
it never had resources to bring its programming to scale  Now 
Groundwork Lawrence sends its staff into the schools, getting 
students outside to collect bugs, identify plants and animals, 
do gardening, and build campfires and shelters  Thousands of 
kids get new learning experiences every year   

The expanded day with integrated enrichment programs may 
be particularly beneficial for kids who learn differently and 
excel in settings different from the traditional classroom  The 
partnerships may be increasing the capacity of the schools to 
offer differentiated learning  For example, Heather McMann of 
Groundwork Lawrence explains how her curriculum is excel-
lent for kids with special needs  Outdoor education involves 
a lot of tactile and sensory experiences that can be adapted 
for and enjoyed by kids with sensory processing challenges  
Groundwork Lawrence has paid particular attention to these 
learners in developing its curriculum and they have trained 
their staff to work with students who have special needs  
 
The partnerships may also work in reverse, helping to build 
this capacity in the community  For instance, the Boys and 
Girls Club’s after-school programs had not been set up to 
serve students with special needs  Youth participating in their 
programs were fairly independent, selecting their own activ-
ities and playing in large, busy game rooms during free time  
With schools coming in during the day for enrichment, the 
Club has to serve all students  Each school brings along its 
special education team  These specialists have helped Club 
staff learn to work with kids who need more support  This 
partnership makes it possible for students who can benefit 
from active learning to participate  Kerry Wiersma describes 
how one principal visiting the Club during the school-day 
enrichment program commented that she saw one of her 
students, who has special needs and faces a lot of challenges 
at school, smiling for the first time  

The rapid progress the Lawrence Public Schools are making as a 
district suggests these partnerships are contributing to the suc-
cess of students more broadly  Education Resource Strategies 
(ERS) published a report earlier earlier this year which found that 
students are getting 130 more hours per year of core academic 
instruction  The rest of the time is spent on enrichment and tar-
geted work with individual students  By having partners come 
in to provide the enrichment, teachers have gained time for 
collaborative planning   ERS found that Lawrence teachers now 
report spending two hours planning collaboratively every week, 
compared to the state average of 1 25 hours 4  

Heather McMann at Groundwork Lawrence says she has never 
seen partnerships like this before in the city: “There have 
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always been so many talented and dedicated community 
leaders running programs to benefit Lawrence kids and their 
families  Now they are working and innovating together with 
school administrators, on a large scale, to help the kids and 
community thrive ”

Lawrence’s community partnerships have even caught the 
attention of the New York Times, whose editorial board 
praised the system for rooting out dysfunction not by turning 
away from the community, but through deep engagement 
and partnership 5 Jess Andors from Lawrence Community 
Works describes how this change is visible to parents  She 
notes that in the past many schools “were fortresses with 
security guards and parents did not feel welcome ” In con-
trast, the school system now has a bright and welcoming 
Family Resource Center, where parents find an outstretched 
hand  The Community Education Circles have also shown 
promising results  While a rigorous evaluation is under way, 
more than 300 parents have participated in the circles to date 
and, as just one of many teachers have noted, “Those parents 
that participated seem to be much more comfortable in the 
school and engaging with me in communication like notes, 
emails, and conversations  It makes a difference that I now 
know so many of the parents by first name ” Several Circle 
parents are now being recruited by LCW and LPS together for 
Design Teams to create sustained and customized structures 
for parent engagement in individual schools    

THE ROAD AHEAD:  
Transitioning to a sustainable model
In June, the state extended the receivership, keeping the 
system under Superintendent Riley’s control through at least 
2018  This stability will help the school district and communi-
ty institutionalize its collaborative partnership model 

The trust and relationships that have been built will be critical 
over the next few years as the team collaborates to create a 
sustainable financial model  Efforts in Lawrence have been 
supported with seed funding provided by the Working Cities 
Challenge, the Kellogg Foundation, and others  While the plan 
is to replace these grant dollars with local funds once the 
partners prove these concepts work, this may be challenging  
 
For the school district, collecting data on social-emotional 
assessment will be particularly helpful for balancing future 

investment decisions  Test scores are an indirect indicator 
that the partnerships are successful, but other indicators are 
needed to better gauge how student enrichment experiences 
contribute to social-emotional development  This will require a 
new set of assessments that the district is currently exploring  

Similarly, leaders of the Working Families Initiative are eager to 
see findings from the evaluation of the Community Education 
Circles  They hope this information will give them a blueprint 
for expanding the circles, making them an integral component 
of each school’s parent engagement strategy and a key path-
way for connecting parents to the Family Resource Center and 
economic opportunity in Greater Lawrence  

For the community partners, transitioning to a sustainable 
model also presents challenges  With contracts redrawn every 
year, they face a lot of uncertainty  Often they have very little 
time to plan  These organizations have expanded their staffing 
considerably to serve Lawrence students  This adjustment 
requires more management capacity, but program budgets 
have generally covered only frontline staffing  They must also 
fundraise to cover equipment costs and upkeep with the wear 
and tear on their facilities that come with greater use  

LEADING TOGETHER IN GATEWAY CITIES:  
Lessons from Lawrence
When we ponder the lessons that this case study offers for 
transformative Gateway City leadership, there are striking com-
monalities between how the school district and LCW success-
fully engaged teacher and parent leaders, respectively  A large 
body of literature suggests one of the fundamental problems 
poor urban communities face is lack of “collective efficacy” or 
shared trust and confidence that by working together neigh-
bors can make a difference in the myriad of everyday problems 
they encounter  Similarly, scholarship in educational leader-
ship shows that teachers in struggling schools often lose hope 
that they can work together to make a difference in the lives of 
their students  In both neighborhoods and schools, empower-
ment is the remedy to this problem 6

To empower residents to act, community organizations need 
to build a sense of community, provide opportunities for cit-
izen participation, and train residents to exercise leadership 
effectively  By design, the Community Education Circles fulfill 
all three of these functions 

          “Other indicators are needed to gauge  
how the enrichment experiences contribute to the  
                      social-emotional development of students.”
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Superintendent Riley’s model of school autonomy sent an 
immediate signal to teachers and school leaders that they 
were empowered to work creatively to use extended learning 
time to meet the needs of their students as they saw them  By 
also making resources available to cover the costs of enrich-
ment activities, the school leaders were positioned to quickly 
see tangible improvements in the learning opportunities 
afforded to Lawrence youth  

There is one more subplot in the Lawrence story that is per-
tinent to this collective efficacy thread  While many forces 
undermine collective efficacy in distressed communities, one 
of the most common is lack of positive community identity  
Facing a barrage of negative media portrayals, residents of 
low-income communities like Lawrence often internalize prob-
lems that are the result of much larger social and economic 
forces beyond their control  Reversing this narrative and the 
pessimism it spawns can be incredibly difficult  In Lawrence, 
the solution proved to be a larger dose of the venom  When a 
2012 Boston Magazine article labelled Lawrence the “City of the 
Damned,” residents decided they would no longer be voiceless 
and let others define them  They joined hands and formed the 
We Are Lawrence campaign 

Leadership theory shows that, like the rallying power of a 
crisis, perceived injustice can often spur a strong collective 
response 7 In coming together to draw attention to all of the 

good in Lawrence that Boston Magazine refused to acknowl-
edge, the city’s civic leaders were able to motivate aggrieved 
residents, pointing to all of their accomplishments and gener-
ating momentum for collective action as the receivership, the 
Rivera administration, and the Working Cities Challenge were 
taking shape 8 

Gateway Cities looking at strategies for developing collab-
orative leadership often get stuck by a narrow definition of 
leadership  They see the same table of dedicated civic leaders 
who rise to every challenge and wonder how they can ever 
be more effective without more hands on deck  By placing 
the power of leadership in the hands of teachers and par-
ents struggling to make their community a better place, the 
Lawrence Community Partnerships model provides a compel-
ling answer to this quandary 

Drama class at the  
Boys & Girls Club
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THE HOLYOKE SAFE AND 
SUCCESSFUL YOUTH INITIATIVE 
CASE STUDY

The Holyoke Safe and Successful Youth Initiative (SSYI) offers 
proof positive that responding effectively to challenges in 
Gateway Cities sometimes calls for very unique breeds of 
leadership  SSYI seeks to reach the most vulnerable young 
men  Those who are “proven-risk” because they have com-
mitted crimes using a gun or a knife, they have been vic-
timized by violent crime and are likely to retaliate, or they 
are known to police as associated with a violent gang  Young 
men in these precarious circumstances have been failed 
repeatedly by adults, and are now left on their own to endure 
traumatic events in various forms  A participant in the Holyoke 
SSYI program named Carlos makes this clear in describing his 
difficult upbringing:

I started selling drugs when I was 11 years old  I got kicked 

out of school—kicked out of the system  I never passed 9th 

grade  Basically, I had bad friends and hung out with a bad 

crowd  I’ve seen dead people on the floor…a lot of crazy stuff  

My little brother and father were killed  My father was in a 

standoff with the cops and was shot  My little brother got 

murdered by gang members  I got in a fight and beat up a 

guy and then got jumped by gang members  I was uncon-

scious on the floor and my brother went in to save me and 

they shot him  He was only 16 at the time—I was 18 1

Reaching teens and young adults like Carlos before it is too 
late requires leaders with varied life experiences, professional 
backgrounds, and skills who can bridge their differences 
and work together creatively  The Holyoke SSYI case study 
tells a hopeful story of what can be achieved when adults 
are able to coordinate their efforts in this way  Together, the 
Holyoke SSYI team is embracing their proven-risk clients 
with consistent care and kindness, creating safe spaces to 

deliver effective services, healing years of emotional trauma, 
and giving these young men a path forward toward a healthy 
and fulfilling life  

THE PROBLEM
A gap in prevention services for young men 
involved in costly violence 
Youth violence runs through communities like a contagious 
disease  This violence has enormous costs beyond the large 
criminal justice expenditures required to cover police, pros-
ecutors, judges, parole officers, and jailers  Families suffer 
losses, both on the victim’s side and on the perpetrator’s  
Exposure to violence can lead to physical and behavioral 
health problems for residents of high-crime areas—real costs 
that we generally fail to connect with neighborhood disor-
der  Other consequences are unmistakable: businesses lose 
customers, those who can afford to move leave, and prop-
erty values fall  Over time, violence becomes “normalized” 
and residents mired in these environments enter a state of 
“learned helplessness ”2 

For most of us this kind of urban violence is foreign, but like 
those caught in it, we also tend to view it as an intractable 
problem  Researchers are increasingly demonstrating that 
breaking the cycle of violence is achievable with relatively 
modest resources and the right approach  This is because 
most violent acts in high-crime neighborhoods are committed 
by a small number of teens and young adults 3

Helping these young men is challenging because they face 
multiple barriers  Most fit a diagnosis of complex trauma and 
all of the resulting difficulties regulating behavior, emotions 
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and motivation, and forming a positive self-identity  On top 
of suffering from this condition, these youth must overcome 
obstacles that teens and young adults typically do not face  
They often want for a safe place to sleep  Criminal records make 
it hard for them to find work or continue their education  And 
many are under the supervision of the adult corrections sys-
tem, which is ill-suited to respond to their developmental needs 
and can create even more hurdles for them to overcome 4 

THE STRATEGY
Providing wraparound services under one roof
As the multiple costs of violence and the value proposition for 
intensive prevention have become better understood, the pub-
lic health field has sought to develop effective new approach-
es  In 2011, leaders in the state’s Executive Office of Health 
and Human Services (EOHHS) recognized the 
potential of these prevention models and cre-
ated the state SSYI grant program to provide 
coordinated services, including outreach, ther-
apy, education and job training, and transi-
tional employment to a targeted population of 
proven-risk young men 

Holyoke responded to the grant opportunity 
with a proposal that put all of the programs 
together under one roof  This would give youth 
engaged by outreach workers one safe space 
where they could come to receive all of the 
services they would need  The strategy was 
put forward in an application prepared by the 
Holyoke Police Department together with a 
steering committee that included the Hampden 
County Sheriff’s Department, the River Valley 
Counseling Center (a large provider of behavior-
al health treatment in the region), CareerPoint 
(the city’s one-stop career center chartered by 
the regional workforce investment board), and 
the Boys & Girls Club of Greater Holyoke 

THE IMPLEMENTATION
Solving challenges with trust and teamwork
In the fall of 2011, Holyoke was one of 11 cities awarded state 
funding for services to begin early in 2012  Unlike some of the 
other cities receiving SSYI grants, where there were exist-
ing organizations with experience serving this population, 
Holyoke was starting from scratch  However, the steering 
committee partners did have a strong history of collaboration, 
including a long-serving county sheriff with a social work 
background who had been recognized for his commitment to 
working with others in the region to provide rehabilitation and 
reduce recidivism  

Stephen O’Neil of the Hampden County Sheriff’s Department 

explains how Holyoke’s collaborative proven-risk model is 
somewhat unique: “You have to know that law enforcement 
organizations and NGOs can operate in silos  We can have 
blinders on, not seeing the bigger picture  Our sheriff is a 
collaborator  We cannot get the job done alone  We work with 
over 300 organizations ”  

To realize the vision of coordinating services all at one site, the 
new SSYI Holyoke leased the entire second floor of a large old 
mill building that sits on the edge of downtown  Establishing 
the space is an important first step to helping young men who 
have suffered years of trauma in their homes, schools, and 
neighborhoods  Mr  O’Neil also points out that the space is 
symbolic of the city’s commitment to the effort  Many com-
munities, he notes, would locate this kind of program out in 
the woods 

Initially led by two part-time coordinators, the program gained 
steam in 2013 when Jacqueline Lozada was hired by River 
Valley Counseling Center to serve as its first full-time program 
director  In addition to the program’s two therapists who are 
also employed by River Valley, she has supervisory responsi-
bilities for three outreach workers, one and a half case man-
agers, and two workforce development managers employed 
by CareerPoint, and two educators employed by Holyoke 
Community College  She must also manage the relationship 
with the Center for Addiction and Recovery, which provides 
the program with data and evaluation services 

This cross-agency structure allows the program to deliver 
a diverse array of services, but it also creates bureaucratic 
challenges  Ms  Lozada was uniquely suited to manage this 
configuration of partner organizations and staff, having worked 

SSYI staff and youth meeting  
with local legislative leaders
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previously at both CareerPoint and Holyoke Community College 
(as well as the Greater Holyoke Chamber of Commerce, another 
leading partner)  While at times her team struggles with dis-
agreements that arise from different organizational approaches 
and priorities, they are unified by the mission to help the client 

“We focus on the person ” an SSYI caseworker explains  “While 
we might not all agree on the process that needs to be done, we 
all respect one another a lot  There are times we compromise, 
and times when we say ‘I will step back from this, although I 
don’t agree ’ There is a real person, we think about our guy ” 

A key feature of the proven-risk model is working with a list of 
young men in the community identified by the police depart-
ment as eligible for the services based on their known involve-
ment or association with violent crime  Exclusivity is essential 
because, as Ms  Lozada notes, participants receive “Whatever 
it takes, whatever they need to be successful  We make sure 
they get it ” With limited resources to provide this intense level 
of intervention, the team had to develop a process for recruiting 
only those who pose the greatest danger 

The program’s design made outreach workers the foundation 
of the model  They are responsible for seeing to it that selected 
youth engage  They visit young men in prison prior to release 
and they spend time on the streets and in the courthouse identi-
fying high-risk youth and trying to build relationships with them  

Once an eligible youth agrees to participate, the outreach 
workers are by their side as the program’s case workers help 
new clients put together and pursue individualized plans for 
success  Outreach workers then support them as they look for 
stable housing and get to various medical appointments and 
court proceedings  Together with the workforce development 
mangers, they coach them for job interviews  Most important-
ly, they go to great lengths to respond immediately whenever 
the youth call upon them for help  The way outreach workers 
describe spending weekend time with their clients and cli-
ents’ kids to prove their commitment goes beyond the 9 to 5 
duties of paid work  An outreach worker tells us, “They know 
we care  They listen to us like family  They want to be here ”

These holistic services give treatment better odds of success  
A therapist with the program explains it this way: “Therapy 
addresses internal feelings, hurts, and pains, but we are talking 
here about ongoing trauma, an internal issue that results from 
external issues  Mental health cannot stand alone to solve their 

issues  We have case managers to address health, housing, 
and employment ”

The trust outreach workers build and help extend to other 
staff members is critical to providing effective treatment, as 
another therapist with the program describes: “It’s about the 
relationship over time and what they’re ready to bring to you  
What level of trust you have with that person ” 

The trust between outreach worker and client is also essen-
tial to maintaining a safe space  A client might be hesitant to 
disclose a gang affiliation, but if clients from rival gangs come 
into the SSYI space together, everyone’s safety could be at 
risk  The outreach workers need trust to gain information 
about gang affiliations so that clients can be kept apart as 
needed   

Outreach workers are able to successfully build trust with the 
young men because they can identify with them  But the his-
tories of outreach workers can also complicate their work with 
public safety partners  A large body of research shows that 
outreach workers struggle to balance the information youth 
share with them confidentially with their desire to prevent 
violence  This tension is complicated by their own relation-
ships with law enforcement: trusting outreach workers who 
are former gang members can be very hard for police; con-
versely, outreach workers often have negative views of how 
police respond to crime in their community 5

 
Getting the program up and running has required putting 
together a team that could overcome these dynamics and 
develop broader support for the initiative from the community  
The outreach workers appreciate how their work is leading to 
different interactions between the police and young men in the 
program  Holyoke Police Captain Matthew Moriarty, a partner 
in the initiative, gives credits to the SSYI team  “The staff here 
point out that we’re here to help,” he says, “not to come and 
get you ” 

The SSYI team is also encouraged by the positive reception 
they receive in courtrooms, where prosecutors and judges 
often look favorably upon their involvement with youth and 
value their perspectives on sentencing  

The program’s standing in the community is particularly 
critical to the effort to build relationships with employers  
Unlike some of the other SSYI cities, where existing orga-

            “The trust outreach workers build and  
                        help extend to other staff members is critical 
     to providing effective treatment.”
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nizations had a head start on efforts to engage proven-risk 
youth and help them find work, Holyoke’s workforce system 
has not traditionally served this population  Finding transi-
tional employment for these young men requires particularly 
patient employer partners who are willing to take the chance 
and give clients time to hone their behaviors and skills for 
the workplace  Steve O’Neil, of the Hampden County Sheriff’s 
Department, credits creative leadership at CareerPoint for 
making this leap, noting that not all career centers are inter-
ested in serving this population 

The Hampden County Sheriff’s Department deserves cred-
it as well  They have taken the unusual step of locating a 
prison industries program in SSYI Holyoke’s site  This allows 
them to simultaneously provide employment to Holyoke SSYI 
participants and inmates preparing to return to the commu-
nity  In addition to these prison industries positions, three of 
the program partners also offer the young men transitional 
employment opportunities, as well as a handful of companies 
in the community 

Holyoke SSYI has been particularly aggressive in develop-
ing other aspects of the transitional employment program  
For instance, they were one of the first SSYI sites to adopt 
a skill-building curriculum developed by Commonwealth 
Corporation   

Compared with other SSYI programs, Holyoke’s design gives 
workers a relatively small dose of transitional employment—
just 12 hours per week  This minimal approach to client 
employment recognizes that many of the youth are not yet 
ready (or do not have enough time) for more work hours, 
and provides more resources for counseling and education  
However, there is a tradeoff, as paid employment is one of 
the strongest incentives for youth to engage in the program  
If a better option surfaces, out of necessity a participant may 
leave the program and the support that comes along with it 
 
Like other SSYI programs, Holyoke’s has also worked to devel-
op a two-generation approach with many of the young men 
who are also parents  Youth receive skills training and coun-
seling to help them repair family relationships and interact in 
healthy and supportive ways with their children  

A final element of the program is an effort to foster youth 
voice, a tenet of the positive youth development approach  
The team takes clients to the State House to advocate for the 
program  These experiences can be particularly formative for 

young men that have not had the ability to influence the forc-
es and events that have shaped their lives  

THE RESULTS
Safer streets, successful youth
To date, SSYI Holyoke has supported 141 proven-risk youth  A 
recent study examining the results for all 11 sites across the 
state found that SSYI young men were 42 percent less likely 
to be incarcerated than similar young men not actively receiv-
ing the intervention 6 Available data for Holyoke show a 50 
percent drop in homicides and a 13 percent decline in violent 
crime victimization between 2012 and 2013, the first year the 
program operated   

For participants, the benefits have ranged from subtle gains 
(e g , relocating to a less dangerous neighborhood, having open 
cases closed without a finding because judges were reassured 
by program participation) to major victories (e g , two have 
gone on to college, 15 have completed their high school equiv-
alencies)  A workforce development coordinater, who was once 
a proven-risk youth, speaks to the most profound effect the 
program can have: “SSYI saved my life  That is what they did ” 

SSYI’s advocacy work is also effective in helping to sustain 
the program  The state legislature has remained committed 
with funding and youth advocacy clearly helped win over 
Governor Baker, who has become a vocal champion for SSYI  
Many participants refer to the advocacy component as having 
a particularly powerful influence on them as they work to 
rebuild their lives  In the words of Carlos, the youth whose 
story we began with: 

I’ve been to the state government in Boston twice 
and have met with the Governor  When I meet with 
lawmakers, I talk about what I went through in life and 
how important the SSYI program is  It feels like another 
home  They give young people a lot of support and 
push youth to get them where they want to go  They 
show youth how to do it right  I like that I’m getting 
heard  Now that I’m getting the hang of advocacy, I’ve 
become passionate about it 7 

Thanks to the state SSYI grant program, a fledgling project led 
by a steering committee is on its way to becoming a mature 
and sustainable initiative  While the Holyoke program’s design 
creates some adversity for the staff, they have clearly bonded 
through the effort they have put into overcoming these chal-

              “The program has increased the community’s  
capacity to plan and execute a comprehansive  
                                          crime reduction strategy.”
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lenges  Many talk about the SSYI team as being like a family, 
and several use the phrase “all hands in ” They describe the 
respect they have for one another and for their clients, as well 
as the respect they receive from clients, as the key ingredient 
of their model, and see such mutual respect as vital to sus-
taining the power of the work in the future   

Another benefit of the program is that it has increased the com-
munity’s capacity to plan and execute a comprehensive crime 
reduction strategy   Members of the SSYI team are present in 
conversations around how Holyoke deploys resources to most 
effectively deliver prevention across the full spectrum of youth, 
not just those with proven risk  

As Captain Moriarty of the Holyoke Police Department says 
of the program’s value: “This is a good example of what you 
get when agencies come together, and they have a plan, and 
they’re able to work together  You get such a great result  There 
are some hard core hitters now who have a GED, who have a 
job  Jacqueline and her crew have gone above and beyond to 
get these people where they need to be ”

THE ROAD AHEAD 
Creating an SSYI Holyoke built to last
As noted by the researchers who assisted the state in 
developing the SSYI grant, programs that have successfully 
addressed youth violence have often had great difficulty sus-
taining their success over the long-term because the model 
was not built to last 8 SSYI Holyoke shares some of the same 
limitations  In order to create capacity where none existed, 
the grant program supported a patch work of organizations  
Sustaining success and moving toward a financial model that 
is built on more than a single line item in the state budget will 
require a new structure  

To get to this more mature structure, Holyoke SSYI requires 
more stability in the interim  Because the program only oper-
ated for six months in the first year, the state has essentially 
continued to budget for the program in six-month cycles, 
appropriating funds in the July 1st fiscal year budget and then 
requiring the passage of a supplemental budget mid-year to 
maintain services  This produces stress and uncertainty for 
case workers, who do not know if they will have a job or be able 
to live up to the commitments they make to their clients  It also 
makes it harder for the program, which is reliant on this single 
source of funds, to plan and develop into a mature organization  

Other aspects of the road to maturity just require time and 
sustained effort  For example, the program continues to 
pound the pavement looking for employers  Ms  Lozada says 
they are increasingly having success with a “Try it  If you 
like them, hire them” model, where they cover first month’s 
wages and liability for participants  Employers are interested 
because in addition to paying first-month wages, the pro-

gram can provide transportation for their participants, which 
is a constant struggle in the region  This value proposition 
should allow the program to continue improving its base of 
employer partners  

The outreach workers and case managers also describe the 
need to continue building trust and strengthening partner-
ships  For instance, they do not have access to criminal records 
and often must wait over a month for the police department 
to process their requests so that they can determine a partic-
ipant’s eligibility  In their line of work, this lost time can make 
a life or death difference  Similarly, outreach workers and case 
managers are still building relationships and confidence with 
the County Sheriff’s Department  When they visit prisons, they 
are often accompanied by prison staff to interview potential 
clients  This can make it more difficult to develop trust with 
incarcerated young men and draw them into the program  

“Solving complex challenges requires us to think creatively and 
look locally,” says Marylou Sudders, Secretary of Health and 
Human Services  “The SSYI model in Holyoke demonstrates 
that by building on community collaborations and addressing 
violence in partnership with local law enforcement, but through 
a public health approach, we are not only driving down crime and 
saving the state money, we have the opportunity to save lives ”

LEADING TOGETHER IN GATEWAY CITIES
Lessons from Holyoke 
The lessons you draw from Holyoke SSYI depend on how you 
apportion credit to the leadership that has made the program 
a success 

If you situate the leadership primarily within this steering com-
mittee, the case study provides compelling support for a collec-
tive impact model, and reinforces the notion that coordinated 
change efforts are most likely to succeed when organizations 
coalesce around a narrowly defined goal  In this case, communi-
ty leaders agreed that they would intensively focus resources on 
proven-risk youth and work together relentlessly to place these 
young men on a path toward success 9

On the other hand, building a program like Holyoke SSYI isn’t 
a simple transaction between organizations  You don’t simply 
combine funds and purchase it off the shelf  To make it work, it 
takes leaders who can connect with public agencies at all levels 
of government, as well as with private partners, community 
stakeholders, and, most importantly, the youth participants  
These leaders need to be able to move nimbly across different 
spaces, working cooperatively with people who have diverse 
philosophies, worldviews, and methods of communicating 

A paper published a decade ago by the Child Welfare League 
of America entitled Moving Mountains Together describes the 
“staggeringly complex work” involved in trying to make the 
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overlapping web of health and family services and the criminal 
justice system operate effectively to meet the many and chang-
ing needs of vulnerable youth 10  Research examining how teams 
of mental health workers do this for their clients finds examples 
of both transformational and transactional leadership 

To overcome the profound difficultly of the work, transforma-
tional leadership is needed to help team members approach 
their clients with optimism that they can succeed despite 
the challenges  Leaders build a culture of success with their 
organizations by empowering team members through collab-
orative decision-making and effective delegation  At the same 
time, some forms of transactional leadership are required to 
keep the team within the prescribed boundaries of the prac-
tice and focused on meeting strategic program goals 11  

By all accounts, Jacqueline Lozada, the SSYI project director, 
has masterfully applied a blend of these leadership approach-
es to rally her team around a shared vision and prepare them 
to operate successfully in a challenging environment 

In the voices and stories of the SSYI workers, we capture 
something even more fundamental  Fully half the team has 
personal experience with the criminal justice system and 
neighborhoods infected by violence  They appreciate that their 
resiliency is special  It empowers them and inspires them to 
give others opportunities to change  With criminal records and 
painful memories, these young leaders are still striving every 
day to overcome their own pasts  They fight back against these 
injustices by giving all they have to the program and the young 
men they serve  As an SSYI outreach worker concludes his 
interview: “I was like them  I grew up here  I went through the 
same things they went through   Mine is a story of redemption  
I fixed my life, I fix other lives ” 
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DEVELOPING A FRESH 
GENERATION OF CIVIC  
LEADERS IN WORCESTER

Collaborative leadership has been a central theme in this 
series examining successful Gateway City initiatives  The 
extent to which community leaders work together to solve 
complex problems was first identified by researchers at 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston as the key distinction 
between comeback cities and those still struggling to tran-
sition to the new economy 1 The bank found this finding so 
compelling that it took the extraordinary step of designing 
the Working Cities Challenge to help today’s leaders coalesce 
around shared priorities 

But how can cities proactively groom the next generation of 
civic leaders to work together effectively? A large body of 
research tells us that collaborative leadership thrives in cities 
where citizens trust their government, are engaged in the life 
of the community, and are tolerant of cultural differences  
For the last case study in this series, we look at how Gateway 
Cities cultivate these qualities in their changing citizenry 
through the prism of Worcester 

THE SETTING
All paths lead to Worcester
Worcester is an iconic all-American community that welcomes 
immigrants from every corner of the globe  The city’s 40,000 
plus immigrants compose nearly one-quarter of its residents; 
add in over 26,000 first generation youth whose parents 
were born oversees, and Worcester’s multi-cultural immigrant 
community swells to well more than one-third of the city’s 
population 

Unlike many of its peers, Worcester has absorbed these immi-
grants while maintaining a strong middle class and public 

schools with a relatively high degree of economic integration  
Still, Worcester is not immune to the challenges that other 
Gateway Cities face incorporating new residents  Immigrants 
arriving in Worcester today do not find good-paying factory 
jobs—the employment pathway that provided past genera-
tions a sure shot at the American Dream  Today’s immigrants 
are generally confined to low-wage work, which means they 
have more difficulty supporting their families 

Worcester’s Foreign-Born Population by Place of Birth
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Many immigrants are also escaping violent conflict in their 
homelands  Worcester struggles to soothe the traumas these 
newcomers have experienced while at the same time helping 
them adjust to the challenges of a new life in America  The 
fate of this struggle has serious repercussions: In the near 
future, Worcester will need the talent of this new generation 
to replace aging workers  The city is equally dependent on 
immigrant youth to engage in the community and assume 
leadership roles  

THE CHALLENGE
Preparing a diverse generation to engage
Worcester faces two critical tests in its quest to develop the 
next generation of citizens  The first is educating youth that 
face cumulative disadvantages  In an oft-quoted study describ-
ing the link between education and civic engagement, the polit-
ical scientist Philip Converse summarized extensive research 
on the topic noting that “education is everywhere the universal 
solvent…The educated citizen is attentive, knowledgeable, and 
participatory and the uneducated citizen is not ”2

Educating a citizen goes far beyond the experiences students 
receive in the classroom  From adolescence to young adult-
hood, the opportunities youth have to fill leadership roles in 
organized sports, community organizations, religious insti-
tutions, and summer and part-time jobs contribute to their 
development as engaged citizens and civic leaders  Research 
shows that, on the whole, low-income urban youth today 
have far fewer of these opportunities  Gateway Cities must 
figure out the arithmetic of providing the next generation with 
more of these formative experiences 3

The second challenge is more complex  Sociologist Robert 
Putnam has pointed out that while educational attainment 
is rising throughout the country, civic participation is on the 
decline, particularly at the local level  In part, he attributes 
lower engagement to increasing diversity  Compelling data 
show that, all things being equal, residents in diverse com-
munities like Worcester have lower levels of trust and civic 
participation  Social psychologists attribute this finding to the 
social distance between people who lack shared life experi-
ences and common identities, but Putnam’s data reveal lower 
levels of trust and engagement even among those with the 
same racial and ethnic backgrounds 4

 
This is what makes the leadership challenge for Worcester 
so acute  It’s not just a matter of affording low-income youth 

with more opportunities  Civic engagement among all of the 
city’s residents is likely to be suppressed unless concerted 
effort is made to bring them together  To be sure, this prob-
lem will almost certainly resolve over the long term, as the 
community acclimates to its growing diversity  But cities like 
Worcester can’t afford to wait  In today’s rapidly changing 
and globally competitive world, the most successful inclusive 
urban communities will be those that find effective strategies 
for accelerating the acculturation process 

Organizations throughout Worcester and the city government 
are working together passionately to rise to these challenges  To 
learn more about these efforts, we visited the Latino Education 
Institute and the Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce    

STARTING YOUNG
The Latino Education Institute
Latino youth represent more than 40 percent of all students 
enrolled in the Worcester Public Schools  Fifteen years ago, 
recognizing that Latino students were experiencing unique 
educational challenges, a cross-sector working group was 
convened to explore potential solutions  Among several rec-
ommendations, the group called for the formation of a univer-
sity-based institute to support the school district’s efforts to 
find innovative models to help Latino youth thrive 

Worcester State University took the lead launching the Latino 
Education Institute (LEI) in 2000  The institute was chartered 
to conduct research to better understand the needs of the 
city’s Latino youth and families; to provide programs that help 
students excel in the Worcester Public Schools and pursue 
post-secondary education; and to prepare parents to serve as 
educational stewards for their children in a new community 
and different culture 

The institute has grown to approximately 70 staff members who 
provide direct services in Worcester schools and on college cam-
puses  While the majority of students served by LEI are Latino, 
about one-third come from other ethnic backgrounds  

Latina Achievers in Search of Success (LASOS) is one example 
of the institute’s efforts to reach youth and prepare them to 
be better educated, more involved citizens  Created in 2001, 
with funding from the Women’s Initiative of the United Way 
of Central Massachusetts, LASOS serves Latina girls ages 11 to 
13 and their mothers  The two-generation model is a common 
thread, explains Mary Jo Marión, the institute’s executive direc-

  “Educating a citizen goes far beyond  
              the experiences students receive in the classroom.”



LEADING TOGETHER    29

tor: “We look at the family as our unit  We don’t serve students, 
we serve the family  Everything starts with the family  Making 
sure that we know them, that we touch them, and that they’re 
part of what we do ” 

LASOS includes a summer camp, a 24-week after-school cur-
riculum, and eight family academies held on Saturdays  Girls 
are also assigned bilingual mentors  An evaluation conducted 
by a professor at Holy Cross found that students report sig-
nificantly higher positive-identity, self-esteem, and personal 
agency after completing LASOS 5

Gains in these civic leadership qualities can be at least partially 
tied to the service-learning component embedded in LASOS 
and all of LEI’s middle school programs  LEI engages students in 
youth-led service-learning projects  The students identify both 
a community problem and its solutions  with a curriculum that 
includes three components:

•   Direct service Youth participate in activities that directly 
respond to the problem, building their sense of agency; 

•   Public education Youth provide outreach to the larger com-
munity to explain the problem, developing communication 
skills; and 

•   Advocacy Youth meet with local officials and elected leaders 

to advocate for policy change, increasing their awareness of 
the system and appreciation that their voices will be heard  

As an example, LEI’s assistant director Hilda Ramirez tells 
the story of a middle school group that identified litter as a 
concern in their neighborhood  To respond directly, the youth 
encouraged local businesses to take an “adopt a trash can” 
approach to the problem  Thinking they could affect more 
change by starting early, for their public education campaign 
they developed a PSA geared to elementary school students  
And for the advocacy component, they met with a city coun-
selor to discuss the problem  Through projects like these, LEI 
educators teach Worcester youth that they can bring about 
change by participating, emphasizing that “Often times the 
best things are those that people work hard to construct 
together,” says Ramirez  

LEI’s curriculum aligns with a large body of research on the 
effects of high-quality service learning, which shows that 
youth-led experiential learning increases the communication, 
research, critical thinking, and problem solving skills residents 
need to positively engage in civic life 6  

As a university-based institute, LEI’s work is informed by 
rigorous research  “We spend an immense amount of time 
thinking about the principles of youth development” says LEI 
executive director Mary Jo Marión  However, because youth 

LEI students developing their  
voices for leadership



 30    GATEWAY CITIES INNOVATION INSTITUTE

development research is generally lacking in terms of doc-
umenting how these practices transfer across cultures, LEI 
often must adjust these models to serve their population 
For example, LASOS is attuned to how basic adolescent devel-
opment processes vary in Latina girls  LEI’s leadership model 
explicitly focuses on families and group work in part because 
this is how Latino youth are accustomed to thinking  Marión 
explains that “Latinos as a whole are more community driv-
en  It’s less of an individualistic culture, which is why family 
matters and so you see a lot of group leadership models  Our 
students really enjoy working with one another in groups to 
solve a problem ”

While research shows that civic participation for immigrant 
youth is often rooted in their status as immigrants or concerns 
about conditions in their home countries, LEI also works to 
help students develop their voices and self-identify within the 
context of the larger Worcester community 7 Ramirez explains: 
“We try to give the context of ‘who you are’ and from there we 
develop ‘who you are within this community ’ They do a com-
munity mapping activity, where they learn about the history 
of Worcester, how it was shaped as an immigrant community, 
the city’s many innovations, and how Worcester has changed ” 

Community mapping is a common technique to help youth 
represent themselves and their understanding of the world 
around them  Scouring their neighborhoods with camer-
as, youth capture their concerns as well as things that are 
important to them and that convey their values  The images 
help the youth transcend language and other communication 
barriers  Placing the photos collected on maps provides a 
layered view of the community and offers an inclusive, partic-
ipatory, and accessible starting point for a conversation about 
civic engagement 8 

Another standard component of LEI’s model is hiring home-
grown college students to assist the licensed teachers deliv-
ering afterschool programs  Ramirez says they carefully train 
these young adults to know that “the relationship they build 
with the youth is what really transforms the student ” This 
model works both ways  Offering college students these men-
toring opportunities further enhances their leadership capac-
ities and civic identities during a crucial period in their own 
formation, as we learned during our visit with the Worcester 
Regional Chamber of Commerce  

CAPTURING YOUNG ADULTS
The Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce 
Many chambers offer leadership academies  Typically, these 
yearlong experiences enroll a mix of one to two dozen emerg-
ing leaders from a community’s public, private, and nonprofit 
sectors  Participants gather to visit different organizations, 
hear from leaders to learn more about local problems and 
priorities, and develop their individual networks  In the past, 
the Worcester chamber ran this kind of leadership academy 
for the community, but some years ago the program lapsed  

When former lieutenant governor Tim Murray took over as 
president and CEO of the Worcester Regional Chamber or 
Commerce in 2013, one of his priorities was to reestablish the 
program  Murray spent years serving the city in elected office, 
he recognized the value of building ties between Worcester’s 
public and private sector leaders  

Murray’s efforts have led to the creation of Leadership Worcester, 
an intensive program delivered in partnership with the Greater 
Worcester Community Foundation over nine monthly full-day 
sessions  In addition to these gatherings, participants take part 
in an opening overnight retreat and a concluding celebration  
Companies sponsor the employees they nominate for the pro-
gram  Scholarship aid is available for government and nonprofit 
organizations that are unable to cover program costs  

Murray says the program provides experiential learning: “It’s 
hands on, getting people out, questions, answers, visiting, 
seeing, touching, and exposing them to the community in lots 
of different ways  It builds excitement and awareness ”

By design, these experiences are intended to give emerging 
leaders a better understanding of a community that is under-
going dramatic change and greater knowledge of the city’s 
resources to respond  The program also helps emerging lead-
ers from different backgrounds coalesce  Participants come 
away with a stronger cross-sector network  They also gain the 
knowledge required to test old assumptions and put forward 
viable solutions to today’s challenges  

Murray underscores the need: “We’re a growing, diverse com-
munity  We want to make sure that people in leadership posi-
tions now and in the future reflect that diversity ” Recognizing 
that today’s pipeline of emerging leaders is not fully reflective 

               “These experiences are intended to give emerging 
       leaders a better understanding of a community  
                         that is undergoing dramatic change and  
             greater knowledge of the city’s resources to respond. 
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of the larger Worcester community, the chamber is also work-
ing to prepare the next generation through the Worcester Youth 
Leadership Institute 

The Worcester Youth Leadership Institute is a partnership 
between the chamber, United Families for Change, the Central 
Massachusetts Workforce Investment Board, the United Way 
of Central Massachusetts, and the City of Worcester  Over the 
summer, selected students entering their senior year of high 
school participate in the seven week program 

The institute is attached to the city’s youth summer jobs 
program, which provides employment opportunities for teens 
from low-families income  Each year 30 youth in the summer 
jobs program are selected to participate  The students learn 
about the city through meetings with local leaders and visits 
to businesses and institutions in the community  

“It’s about reaching out at a young age, where young people are 
saying, ‘What am I going to do, where do I fit into this commu-
nity?’“ says Murray, adding that at each of these events they 
try to underscore that “there’s an expectation from the broader 
community that you are going to lead one day ” 

Both of these leadership models conform with the literature 
on civic engagement and leadership development in young 
adulthood  Political scientists have long pointed out that the 
experiences youth have as they come of age heavily influence 
their future patterns of civic engagement  With the transition 
to adulthood taking longer, as young adults today pursue 
more education and delay marriage, they tend to hold off on 
getting involved in their community  With young adults today 
having fewer leadership experiences at this formative stage, 
cities like Worcester are at risk of not having talent on the 
bench to assume responsibilities for community stewardship 
in the future 9

For Murray, these two leadership initiatives are grounded in an 
understanding that soon Worcester will need a fresh genera-
tion of leaders who can work together collaboratively to posi-
tion the city to succeed  But the chamber is also responding 
to the concerns of its members  The number one issue they 
raise concerns preparation of the future workforce; at the end 
of the day, the skills emerging leaders gain through these pro-
grams make them more productive employees  Murray also 
acknowledges a little bit of benign self-interest on the part 
of the chamber: “Our immigrants often come from cultures 
and backgrounds that aren’t as familiar with what chambers 
do  And there’s a natural connection because many of the 
new immigrants are more entrepreneurial, not afraid to start 
their own businesses  I think there’s a real opportunity by 
engaging not only young people but reaching out to educate a 
broader community about how chambers act as an advocate 
for business ” 

LEADING TOGETHER IN GATEWAY CITIES
Lessons from Worcester
Gateway Cities perform a critical function absorbing newcom-
ers and preparing them to contribute to the economy  Their 
efforts produce very real benefits for our state and nation in 
the long run, and very real costs for these communities in the 
near term  The state and federal government provide at least 
partial compensation for the direct cost of delivering neces-
sary services, but there are also large indirect costs, most 
notably the social stresses Gateway Cities face as they work 
to incorporate newcomers into civic life  Worcester’s efforts to 
develop a next generation of civic leaders crystalizes what’s 
possible when Gateway Cities exercise collaborative leader-
ship to tackle complex social and economic challenges 

Fortunately, the currents of policy change are flowing in a 
favorable direction for Gateway City efforts to build a fresh 
generation of leaders  For instance, all of the state’s Gateway 
Cities are home to public colleges and universities, and these 
campuses are increasingly civically engaged  University part-
nerships like those led by the Latino Education Institute play 
an important role in Gateway City leadership development ini-
tiatives  In addition, an increasingly large number of Gateway 
City students are going on to post-secondary education at 
public colleges and universities  What these youth learn on 
campus exposes them to new points of view and differing 
perspectives 

College is also a time when internships and volunteer experi-
ences give young adults exposure to community institutions  
While low-income students attending public universities (and 
private colleges with low endowments) tend to receive far 
fewer of these formative opportunities, Massachusetts is work-
ing to remedy this problem 10 Last year, the Commonwealth 
became the first state in the nation to adopt a policy making 
civic learning an “expected outcome” for undergraduates at 
public colleges and universities  To ensure follow-through, the 
policy called upon the campuses to develop reliable measures 
of civic learning 

Changes that should benefit Gateway City efforts to prepare the 
next generation for civic life are also brewing in our K-12 educa-
tion system  School leaders often lament that the pressure to 
increase test scores has led to a narrowing of the curriculum 
and less attention to civic education  (In a survey administered 
to Massachusetts school superintendents last spring, 60 per-
cent reported that the level of civic learning in their districts was 
insufficient )11 A working group convened by the Massachusetts 
Board of Elementary and Secondary Education recently issued 
several recommendations for improving civic learning in the 
Commonwealth’s public schools  Among these recommen-
dations, the group called upon the Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education and the Board of Higher Education to 
revise their common definition of college and career readiness 
to explicitly include readiness for civic life  
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While the renewed attention to civic learning is promising 
for Gateway Cities, there are legitimate questions about 
whether these communities have the resources to respond  
The state has done excellent work building model curricula 
for service learning and afterschool programs, but deliver-
ing this instruction takes time and resources  Gateway City 
school districts have been increasingly eager to cultivate this 
learning through an expanded school day and community 
partnerships, but across the board, the core resources that 
enable cities to operate these programs are on the decline—
the Extended Learning Time grant, the Gateway City English 
Language Learners Academies grant, the Afterschool and 
Out-of-School grant, the 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers grant, and the Connecting Activities grant have all 
faced significant cuts in recent years  

This drop in resources may change as service- and civic-learn-
ing gain more traction and private sector partners become 
more engaged  In many Gateway Cities, business groups are 
increasingly involved in advocating for improvement in public 
education  These groups have been particularly vocal about 
placing greater emphasis on the development of “soft skills” 
such as timeless, team work, and work-appropriate behavior  
The changing economy is demanding workers who are pre-
pared to communicate, resolve conflicts, and solve problems in 
ways that keep pace with rising diversity and rapid workplace 
change  On this note, we conclude with a quote drawn from the 
preface of a report by the state boards’ working group on civic 
learning: “There ought to be a happy convergence between the 
skills most needed in the global knowledge economy and those 
most needed to keep our democracy safe and vibrant ”
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