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Praise for Common Purpose





“Diligent in its research and scrupulous in its detail.”

—Washington Post Bookworld




“Common Purpose deals more thoroughly than any book now in print with the social problems plaguing our nation, and points the way toward solutions. Research-based, practical and incisive, it is a landmark book, required reading for everyone concerned to reweave our rapidly unraveling social fabric.”

—JOHN W. GARDNER,
    former Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare




“Tough, cerebral, informed—and sanguine but not quixotic about the possibilities of injecting flexibility and imagination into the policies that govern welfare, child protection, and education.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“[Starred Review] Schorr’s thoughtful book offers compelling arguments for keeping measurable outcomes in focus … Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal




“This terrific book helps all of us know what can be done about the staggering problems faced by children today. Lisbeth Schorr has carefully explored what does work and how to make it work for every child in our rich nation. Read and act on this important book.”

—MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN




“This prodigiously researched study is an optimistic and well-thought-out call to action.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Common Purpose explores a social frontier that breaks traditional political boundaries and transforms our most challenged neighborhoods into communities of hope. The evidence is compelling, the message is clear: change is possible.”

—BILL BRADLEY




“This magnificent book must be read by responsible citizens across the political spectrum, by everyone who cares about kids and communities and especially by those who fear that nothing works and what’s wrong cannot be fixed. Full of stories that put a human face on social issues, Common Purpose lays down a foundation of solid evidence upon which to set a shimmering vision of hope.”

—JUDITH VIORST




“Schorr offers not only hope but evidence that ‘the system’ can reform itself.”

—Los Angeles Times




“In an age when so much attention is being devoted to the failures of social policy, Lisbeth Schorr travels the country seeking out initiatives that are succeeding handsomely. In Common Purpose, she … considers how successful experiments can be replicated widely to maximize their impact. The result is a welcome and much needed antidote to the negativism and pessimism that seems to pervade so much of the current debate about efforts to overcome the nation’s problems.”

—DEREK BOK




“Common Purpose offers a welcome antidote to our current sense of national despair, and concrete proof that America’s social institutions can be made to work to assure that all the nation’s children develop the tools to share in the American dream.”

—Ft. Lauderdale El Heraldo




“In the midst of all the sentiment from politicians and celebrities on the subject of children, this work is a welcome, hardheaded analysis of what really should be done.”

—The New Leader




“A shibboleth-shattering take on ways to strengthen families …”

—WILLIAM SAFIRE, New York Times Magazine
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Foreword

William Julius Wilson

GIVEN THE CURRENT RETREAT from using social policy to fight inequality, this important book could not be more timely. Declining confidence in our political institutions to address social ills combined with “rampant antipathy toward government” represents, in the words of Lisbeth Schorr, “perhaps the greatest obstacle to the development of strategies to bring all children and families into the American dream.” If the nation is to reverse the course it has taken in recent years, it is essential that thoughtful books such as Common Purpose be widely read and publicly discussed.

Schorr’s goal is explicit. She wants to move the nation beyond the programmatic agenda of replicating model, but limited, social programs toward a more comprehensive long-term strategy “that could combat a wide range of social ills, including those that are separating the haves ever further from the have-nots.”

The loss of trust in our political institutions, the nation’s limited view of the effectiveness of large-scale antipoverty programs, the social basis of inner-city poverty and joblessness, and the need to have faith in systematic social reform are all extensively discussed and explained in this book. More importantly, Common Purpose draws upon an impressive array of evidence to demonstrate how families could be strengthened, whole systems—child protection systems, family support systems, and school systems—could become more effective, and how troubled neighborhoods could be revitalized and regain their social control and enhance their social organization.

However, the evidence presented in this book is not based on the prevailing evaluation approaches upon which many policy makers rely. Indeed, Lisbeth Schorr persuasively argues that the nation’s distrust of the effectiveness of social programs and the belief that “nothing really works” stems in part from evaluation methods that fail to capture the true effects of some social interventions. Moreover, traditional evaluation models have been ineffectual in helping to understand which aspects of a program are having a desired effect and which components are weak and ineffective.

Because of the heavy reliance on an experimental method that only includes variables that are easily quantifiable, complex community-based interventions tend to be ignored in conventional evaluation studies. This results, as Lisbeth Schorr notes, in a lot of “rigorous” information on what is not working, but little useful knowledge of “what might work.” Important data that could be derived from interventions that are multifaceted, interactive, and broad (e.g., school reform, early childhood supports, and improved links to employment) and that are designed to produce multiple outcomes (e.g., school achievement, rates of employment, and a reduction of solo parent family formation) are often too cumbersome for traditional evaluation designs.

Moreover, most traditional evaluation studies lack a strong conceptual and theoretical framework that would explain how and why a social intervention might achieve a desired outcome. Theory-based evaluation provides what statistical analysis alone cannot furnish: conceptual specification of underlying causal mechanisms through which a program is thought to operate. “By combining outcome measures with an understanding of the process that produced the outcomes,” states Schorr, theory-based evaluation “can shed light both on the extent of impact and on how the change occurred.”

Fortunately, the heavy reliance on the traditional evaluation methods is on the wane. Ms. Schorr reveals that new evaluation methods are allowing social scientists to observe the more complex and promising programs. These innovative approaches are not only guided by a strong conceptual and theoretical base, they also employ multiple research techniques, including both quantitative and qualitative methods, to capture and document the full complexity of the social intervention.

By going beyond the narrow confines of evaluation studies, Schorr is able to discuss comprehensive and long-range strategies, including those demonstrating that even a dysfunctional bureaucratic model can be modified and made more effective. It is with social intervention at the institutional level, especially where government is involved, that we have experienced our most serious difficulties and disappointments. Schorr reveals how public purposes can be enhanced and neighborhood and front-line discretion can be achieved through post-bureaucratic models of accountability and new public-private partnerships. Moreover, Schorr makes evident the importance of encouraging schools, especially schools in depleted neighborhoods, to become partners in neighborhood efforts to build communities and reform services. Indeed, the success of neighborhood schools depends not only on formal and specialized services, it “also depends on the creation of informal helping networks, including church and social ties, family support services, youth development programs, mentoring, recreational opportunities, and strong bonds among adults.”

Instead of focusing on limited problems with circumscribed solutions, Lisbeth Schorr demonstrates the need to take a broader and long-range view. We can, for example, effect positive change in a neighborhood or in a neighborhood-based institution. However, the problems in depleted inner-city neighborhoods cannot be overcome by relying on neighborhood resources alone. On the one hand, “effective neighborhood transformation requires that community-based organizations be able to draw on funding, expertise, and influence from outside, and that outsiders be able to draw on information, expertise, and wisdom that only can come from the neighborhood itself.” However, few of the complex interventions can solve problems overnight. Ms. Schorr wants us to take a longer view and be prepared to build for a future that our generation may not see. This kind of practical advice, backed up by the systematic presentation of evidence and thoughtful arguments on what works and how it works, is what this country needs now more than ever.


Introduction

ALL OVER THIS COUNTRY, right now, some program or some institution is succeeding in combating such serious problems as high rates of single parenthood, child abuse, youth violence, school failure, and intergenerational poverty. Yes, successful programs exist, but they have, in the main, been small and scarce. Why?

That question has long been haunting me. Why do models of excellent schools, effective job training, and wonderful early childhood programs remain only models? Why do interventions that actually change the odds for their high-risk participants succeed briefly and in miniature, and fail the moment we try to sustain them or expand them? Why were the small successes I described in my earlier book, Within Our Reach, only rarely sustained or expanded?

As I surveyed the current scene, it became clear that we have learned to create the small exceptions that can change the lives of hundreds. But we have not learned how to make the exceptions the rule to change the lives of millions.

I wanted to know what stopped us from turning the exceptions into the rule, and what we could do about it.

In my search for answers, I looked at both successes and failures in going from small to large, from model to mainstream. And I listened. I asked, What makes the difference in whether your wonderful demonstration can thrive outside the hothouse? Is it money? Is it one leader’s charisma? Is it luck?

Those all matter, came back the answer, but only superficially. What really matters, my informants said—assuming one knew what they meant—is “the system.” Whether you can get around it or manipulate it or beat it or change it, or whether—as is most likely—it ultimately defeats you.

“The system”? What are all these people talking about when they name the system as villain? The principal who says he can’t hire the teachers who will improve student achievement because “the system” downtown won’t let him. The director of a neighborhood center that can’t send home visitors to provide both parent support and immunizations because “the system” won’t permit mingling the grant funds. The child care director who can’t read with the children because she has to spend her time meeting “the system’s” paperwork requirements. The counselor who can’t work with a thirteen-year-old runaway because “the system” limits her services to children who have been certified as abused. The child welfare worker who has to send three siblings to three different faraway foster families because “the system” won’t let her keep the siblings together and in their own neighborhood. The president of a community development group that can’t run a teen center because it doesn’t meet “the system’s” definition of an eligible sponsor. The chair of a new county board on children and families that has just spent a year raising $20,000 in grant funds for a new health outreach program, while “the system” has withdrawn twenty million dollars from the children’s medical care budget.

Each of these people means something slightly different by “the system.” But they all know that it is something beyond their own control that keeps them from accomplishing valued social purposes. All have seen successful models flourish briefly in splendid isolation, only to disappear or be diluted when the special funding or special political protection ends, or when they run out of leaders who are willing to lie, cheat, and connive in order to make their interventions work in the face of a hostile system.

So, I set out to understand how the system got in the way of sustaining and scaling up effective programs, how the system kept interventions that had succeeded with hundreds from reaching millions. I searched for real-life examples of successes that had thrived beyond the hothouse, and found many more than I had dared to hope. In Indiana, Iowa, Missouri, Michigan, and Oregon, in Los Angeles, New York City, Baltimore, and Savannah, I found people scaling up from small successes. I found people changing institutions and systems to support new and more effective ways of working with children and families.

Now I was ready to tell the stories of how major systems were being made hospitable to programs that once thrived only in hothouse conditions. I could describe what could be done—what was being done—to translate small successes into large ones, and to put many small successes together to change entire neighborhoods. I could offer a vision of the possible, rooted in the valiant, everyday experience of heroic systems change pioneers.

The story of these triumphs has gone largely untold, because most observers fail to see how they combine to portray a more hopeful future.

The journalists and others who take the trouble to search out what’s working do indeed find inspiring examples of local successes. They showcase the model programs, sometimes even on the evening news, that were founded by a wizard who is some combination of Saint Francis of Assisi, Machiavelli, and a CPA, and that operate with special funding or under the protection of a powerful political figure. They treat success as a one-time curiosity and miss the recurring pattern. The media’s (and perhaps their audiences’) preference for simple, circumscribed stories means little attention to complexities of success that cannot be conveyed with sound bites or reduced to a horse race.

The idealogues and the politicians, happy to accommodate the media’s inclination toward polarization, obscure the hopeful signs with sterile debates about public versus private, entitlement versus charity, top-down versus bottom-up, and markets versus bureaucracies.

Academics, in their turn, operate within narrow disciplines that also produce only limited understanding. Too many use their accumulated knowledge to belittle what others think they know, and endlessly document the problem while neglecting solutions that lack scientific certainty. Evaluators of social programs, too, often put a higher priority on elegant and precise statistical manipulation than on producing usable knowledge.

People at the front lines in local communities, be they school-teachers, outreach workers, or community organizers, are so overwhelmed with meeting mushrooming needs with diminishing resources that they cannot take time off to record their inspiring stories.

But before I could finish my book to tell their stories, the stakes had escalated: An unprecedented cynicism about the capacity of government to help solve our most serious social problems was casting a terrible pall over our national life.

The prevailing belief that the federal government was helpless to act on America’s most serious domestic problems had, by August of 1996, led to the repeal of the federal guarantee of welfare benefits and major cutbacks in other safety-net programs—programs that many regarded as actually doing harm. The reigning conviction that anything we set out to do collectively on a large scale was doomed to failure was paralyzing those who were looking for alternatives to inaction and indifference.

The collapse of confidence in our political institutions and the rampant antipathy toward government that emerged in the mid-1990s represented perhaps the greatest obstacle to the development of strategies to bring all children and families into the American dream. Citizens certain that nothing works, or that nothing done by government works, were turning into reluctant taxpayers and noisy cynics. They rejected societal solutions to the problems of the inner city and the poor—especially those that cost money—less out of meanness than out of the conviction that no one knew how to help.

Polls found that the proportion of the public who would trust the government in Washington to do what is right most of the time or always fell from 76 percent in 1964 to 25 percent in 1995.

What I call the Trust Deficit—pervasive distrust of our most important institutions—had become more of a threat to the nation’s ability to act on its problems than the budget deficit.

Equally ominous, the gap between America’s haves and have-nots was continuing to grow and becoming more entrenched. We were sorting ourselves out in America, and the differences in how winners and losers live, and in their children’s life prospects, were growing exponentially. The risk factors that increase the chances of “rotten outcomes”—too-early childbearing, juvenile violence, and high rates of school failure—were being compounded far beyond our capacity to intervene.

By 1994, the gap between rich and poor had become the widest since the Census Bureau began keeping track in 1947. The U.S. now has the greatest income disparity of any modern democratic nation. Except for countries overthrown by revolution or military defeat, no country has ever experienced such a sharp shift in the distribution of earnings as has America in the last generation.

Never before have median wages of American men fallen steadily for twenty years, with consequences exacerbated by U.S. tax and transfer policies, which stand virtually alone in the industrialized world in how little they cushion the effects of harsh economic forces. As a direct result, proportionately more children live in poverty in the U.S. than in any other industrialized nation.

The polarizing effects of growing income inequality are intensified by racial, ethnic, and class differences and solidified by a dramatic upsurge in geographic separation. At one end of town are the fortunate fifth, “quietly seceding from the rest of the nation” in walled-off privacy. Across town, the losers live in ever greater isolation, in neighborhoods steeped in violence and despair, with a majority of adults not working, not married, not succeeding in any activity society values, and with a life expectancy lower than that of their counterparts in Third World countries.

I looked at these trends and saw I would have to expand my aspirations for my book.

My agenda could no longer be solely programmatic. It would not be enough to show that we could indeed replicate this or that model program. I would also have to be able to show that entire systems—school systems and child protection systems and family support systems—could be made to work, that families could be strengthened, and that devastated neighborhoods could be transformed. It would take that kind of evidence to counter the nihilism of a skeptical public. I would have to be able to show that continued funding cutbacks need not be the only policy option on the horizon, and that there were valued purposes to be achieved through governmental action, even government initiatives that cost money. It would take solid evidence of success that went beyond the programmatic to counter the nihilism of a skeptical public and to overcome our sense of helplessness. The long-term strategies that could combat a wide range of social ills, including those that are separating the haves ever further from the have-nots, would not be adopted until Americans were convinced our problem-solving capacities could once again be harnessed for shared purposes, and would ultimately accomplish more good than harm.

So if I was to persuade my readers that the needed fundamental changes were possible, I had to counter at least four prevailing beliefs that would otherwise undermine the arguments and evidence I present.

First, that the prevailing distrust of government is a permanent condition of our national life. Second, that past efforts at social reform have failed far more than they have succeeded. Third, that most of the people who are stuck in the inner city are there primarily as a result of individual, personal failings. And last, that large-scale social reform that does more good than harm is simply not possible.

I will briefly examine and try to refute each of these beliefs in this introduction.

Is the prevailing distrust of government a permanent condition? The conviction that our social institutions are simply incapable of responding effectively to fast-changing conditions pervades our lives.

Whether cynical Americans have become mean-spirited Americans is in dispute. I lean toward columnist William Raspberry’s position when he writes, “What we are seeing is not a lack of desire to solve these dreadful problems … but doubt that the funds we’re asked to provide will solve them. What we call laziness, selfishness and bigotry are frequently nothing more than the people’s transcendent doubt that anything they do will make any real difference.”

Opinion surveys support that conclusion. A national poll sponsored by The Washington Post, the Kaiser Family Foundation and Harvard University found that respondents unwilling to pay more in taxes for increased spending on the poor and minorities said this was not because they opposed all government assistance for the poor, but because “the federal government can’t do the job right.”

The erosion of confidence in our public institutions goes far beyond the suspicion of government that has been traditional among Americans. We came out of World War II with an enormous burst of energy and sense of pride in our national capacity. Americans had worked double and triple shifts to produce more weapons than all Allied and Axis powers combined. They had served in the armed services and made sacrifices to the plaudits of a grateful nation. Veterans came back to be educated on the GI Bill and to buy houses and build the suburbs on government-guaranteed mortgages, and we had a sense of unity and common purpose.

Then came a war lost and lied about, economic forces that induced pessimism about the future, and promises to resolve deep-seated social problems not kept because the money had gone to the Vietnam War. Distrust and alienation from government exploded. Americans lost confidence in their ability to control their own destiny and came to believe that their institutions were no longer capable of change and renewal. “For the first time in their national history,” writes Alice Rivlin, “Americans came to see themselves as helpless victims of circumstance, unable to take charge of their future.”

Increasingly, through the 1970s and 1980s, Americans came to see government as part of the problem, not part of the solution. By 1994, two thirds of American adults were telling the Roper Poll that big government is the country’s gravest peril. Sixty-six percent said that government is almost always wasteful and inefficient. Sixty-nine percent said government creates more problems than it solves.

Dr. Robert Blendon, public opinion expert at the Harvard School of Public Health, has concluded that a major reason for the distrust is that “most people believe that government has failed in the things that they care about” because it seems to have been unable to control violent crime and to assure that their children will be prosperous and do better than they have done.

The press may also play an important role in feeding distrust by the way it provides information about governmental affairs and public issues. James Fallows, editor of U.S. News and World Report, contends that mainstream journalism tends to portray issues that affect the collective interest of Americans—crime, health care, education, economic growth—mainly as arenas in which politicians fight. He writes that “by choosing to present public life as a contest among scheming political leaders, all of whom the public should view with suspicion, the news media helps to bring about that very result.”

These findings suggest that if government begins to succeed in achieving results that citizens care about (by reducing crime, increasing rates of children succeeding at school, etc.), trust can be rebuilt. Even the press is beginning to examine its own contribution to spreading cynicism. But it will require authentic success in achieving results, as well as attention to disseminating word of those successes before today’s Trust Deficit will be overcome.

Did past efforts at reform fail more often than they succeeded? Along with their general distrust of government, many Americans are convinced that past efforts to reduce poverty and address other social problems have sent the deficit soaring and have made everything that’s gone wrong worse.

Our convictions about what should be done are powerfully shaped by our beliefs about what has been done, especially about what has been spent. And it turns out there is a lot of misinformation about social spending. A poll taken on election night 1994 found that 46 percent of voters thought that either welfare or foreign aid was the biggest item in the federal budget—although the basic welfare program, AFDC, and foreign aid each actually accounted for only about 1 percent of the federal budget.

The actual numbers and proportions for 1995, in rank order, were as follows:





	Social Security
	$336 billion
	22%



	Defense
	272
	18%



	Interest on the debt
	212
	15%



	Medicare
	157
	10%



	Medicaid
	88
	6%



	Food stamps
	27
	1.8%



	Federal welfare (AFDC)
	17
	just over 1%



	Foreign aid
	13
	just under 1%




Hobart Rowen, the late economics correspondent of The Washington Post, wrote that he considered voter misinformation of this magnitude to have been carefully nurtured by the congressional Republican “Contract with America” campaign, anxious to convey the impression that “government spending had mushroomed for programs on which the public has soured, notably welfare and foreign aid.” The public deficit that mushroomed in the 1980s, and that has so constrained the ability of the federal government to respond to social needs, was the legacy, as E. J. Dionne put it, of “the acquisitive, materialistic, and self-indulgent ethos of the 1980s.” It was not the result of spending on the poor, and it was not an accident. “Reagan’s real innovation,” wrote historian Arthur Schlesinger, “was to use tax reduction and defense spending to create vast budgetary deficits and then to use deficits to force the cutback of social programs.”

The second big misunderstanding is about who has benefitted from rising social expenditures and from the social programs that were begun in the 1960s. Of the sharp rise in government spending over the past thirty years, only a minor portion went to poor families with children. More than four fifths (81 percent) of the increased social spending of the 1970s and 1980s was targeted on the aged and disabled, “precisely the group that the legislators hoped would benefit,” observes social policy analyst Christopher Jencks.

The widespread belief that the antipoverty initiatives of the Great Society were a failure was more than a misreading of the numbers. When it comes to fighting poverty, there is an “abiding national assumption that everything has been tried and nothing has worked,” wrote Jason DeParle in The New York Times. Actually, the abiding national assumption goes farther: It is that everything that has been tried has made things worse.

Many Americans accepted President Reagan’s contention that “we fought a war on poverty and poverty won,” despite the facts that


	We won the war against poverty of the aged, which dropped from 35.2 percent in 1956 to 12.2 percent in 1993.

	We shrank the health gap between the haves and the have-nots. In 1965, there were 25 infant deaths per 1,000 live births; in 1995, there were 7.5; the differential between blacks and whites was reduced by half. Before 1965, the poor made 20 percent fewer doctor visits than the rest of the population, although they were much more likely to need medical care. By 1980, income no longer had any effect on the chances that someone who was sick would see a doctor.

	Medicaid, Head Start, nutrition programs, and community health centers dramatically reduced death and suffering in pockets of concentrated poverty. In Beaufort, South Carolina, for example, infant mortality was reduced from 62 per 1,000 births in 1969 to 10 per 1,000. (Community activist William Grant says that in 1969 he showed Senator Ernest F. Hollings and his colleagues “poverty in the raw.” When Hollings came back in 1995, extreme poverty was gone, and no one knew of anyone who was going hungry or suffering from worms or other parasites or from the nutrition-related diseases that he showed the Hollings group in 1969.)

	Compensatory education, together with Head Start, began to close some of the gaps between the educational haves and have-nots. Twice as many black and Hispanic children could read proficiently in 1990 as in 1975, and the proportion of seventeen-year-olds with very low reading and math scores has fallen substantially since the early 1970s. The gap between black and white students’ proficiency in both reading and math narrowed at each age level between the early 1970s and 1992.

	Head Start changed the face of some of the nation’s poorest areas. In Mississippi, for example, parents who had been tenant farmers, sharecroppers, laborers, and domestics were trained to become teachers and administrators. The Head Start experience enabled them and their children to achieve new levels of education and prosperity, and strengthened them in registering to vote without fear of losing their jobs.



I do not cite the success of many of the antipoverty programs of the 1960s to suggest that it was all done right. It wasn’t, by a long shot. The investment was never great enough to realize the promises made, and after the first two years funding was severely cut back to finance the escalating Vietnam War. But it was a noble chapter in our history, reflects Hyman Bookbinder, one of its architects, “because the country as a whole, starting with its president, was saying, ‘We will not tolerate a situation where the many who are okay say it’s not their business to be concerned about those who are not.’ ” And that is probably its most important legacy. For those of us who were part of the War on Poverty, it represented a shining alternative to social indifference.

Of course it is true that the cornerstone of the Great Society was an economy so robust that it was possible to commit a larger share of prosperity to the public sector without anyone feeling a loss. It is also true that the Economic Opportunity Act was enacted in a climate of confidence in the possibilities of social change. People could imagine an America where poverty would no longer exist.

But because poverty was not defeated, the public began to wonder whether those who remained poor might not be themselves at fault and undeserving of our help. Which brings us to the next question.

How did so many people get stuck in the inner city? Rush Limbaugh says that if you can’t make it in America, it’s your fault. If he is right, then there is little reason for taxpayers to help those who aren’t making it—be it with income support, food stamps, compensatory education, preschool programs, health care, or job training.

Those who believe that the problem of the inner city comes down to poor people having too many children they can’t support and don’t know how to raise, flouting cherished American values of hard work and responsibility, have reason to be wary of proposals to help—especially with taxpayers’ money.

To understand why so many Americans have gotten stuck in concentrated poverty, one has to go back to the years following World War II, when everyone could get good work. Even minorities who were in other ways discriminated against, even recent migrants from the South could get good work. They might lack skills, they might encounter racial slights, but they could support their families. Sylvester Monroe, now with Time magazine, whose family was part of the massive black migration north from Mississippi in the 1950s, remembers Chicago as “this land of opportunity, where if you had a strong back and willingness to work, you could make it. There were jobs, jobs, and jobs. And that was the key, that you could get work. And if you could get work, you could make it.”

By contrast, the economic growth that occurred after 1973 was a disaster for those at the bottom because it failed to provide jobs for the unskilled that paid enough to support a family. Together, the decline in manufacturing, higher skill requirements for decent jobs, and globalization (meaning that anything can now be made anywhere and sold everywhere) reversed the universal economic progress of earlier decades. Average wages and household incomes dropped, the number of Americans living in poverty increased, the share of national income obtained by the lowest fifth of the population plummeted, the number of persons without health insurance increased, and unemployment among the unskilled exploded.

The days when strong backs and a willingness to work translated into jobs with a living wage were over. “Everything used to be mechanical,” says Dennis Walsh, director of training at Swift Textiles in Columbus, Georgia. “If it didn’t work you got a bigger hammer.” Mechanics who used to lug around a thirty-pound tool belt to manually repair broken machinery now use a hand-sized terminal to diagnose problems on computer-driven equipment. The work that requires little skill is being performed in countries that most of us can’t find on a world map.

The economic upheavals have been most disastrous for those with the least education. In the early 1970s, the 2.5 million members of the United Auto Workers and United Steel Workers were earning a good living, although 76 percent had not completed high school. Today, the only young men hired by Ford and GM are engineers or systems analysts. U.S. Steel in Gary, Indiana, hasn’t hired anyone from the local high schools in years.

Young families, unskilled workers, and minorities bore the biggest brunt of the economic and technological revolution.

Because economic prospects for the unskilled diminished just as opportunities for those with training expanded, young people of color in a position to do so moved up and out of the ghetto. But the unskilled black males who once needed only to demonstrate their skill and stamina now encountered a labor market that didn’t need their ability to do strenuous work. Employers increasingly saw young black males as “uneducated, unstable, uncooperative, and dishonest.” Poverty quickly became more concentrated and more persistent. The jobless ghetto of the inner city was being created. Residential segregation and the social disinvestment that accompanies it soon hastened the deterioration of the ghetto.

Heated controversy surrounds efforts to understand these most depleted neighborhoods and the people who live in them. Some see inner-city decay as caused primarily by structural factors: high levels of joblessness, disinvestment, and lack of economic opportunity. Others see the causes as almost entirely psychological and cultural.

The controversy is heated because of its implications for remedies. If the psychological/cultural school is right, the remedies begin and end with the carrots and sticks that would change the attitudes and behavior of individual inner-city residents. If the economic school is right, the remedies are economic growth and development. A third school regards the interaction of economic and social forces as critical, and would use an array of remedies, including incentives, economic development, job training, better links to jobs, and better preparation for economic opportunity through more effective schools, strengthened families, and more supportive communities.

William Julius Wilson, the sociologist who did more than any other to call attention to the alarming conditions in ghetto neighborhoods, has shown how the sharp increase in joblessness among black males has had a devastating effect on family life in the inner city, as black women have found fewer men likely to be reliable economic providers. Sociologist Elijah Anderson, who spent much of the past twenty years with the residents of a low-income Philadelphia neighborhood, says that many of the young men he got to know don’t get married because they feel they can’t “play the roles of men in families in the way they would like.… To be that upstanding husband and father, you need resources, you need money.” He says that the men he interviewed were convinced they couldn’t get the family-sustaining jobs. He believes their lack of hope and inability to form a positive view of the future is behind their seeming “lack of responsibility and wantonness,” as they seek to prove their manhood through machismo and sexual prowess.

Racial discrimination exacerbates the effects of joblessness, as illuminated by the work of Ron Ferguson of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government. He has documented how black youngsters, especially boys, are warped by the messages that society fears and distrusts them, that society has low expectations of them, and that their parents are powerless. Some youngsters are protected from the full negative impact of these messages by the hope and positive self-image that parents and others instill in them, by being taught enough about racial bias to allow them not to take these messages personally, or by being imbued with a sense of purpose or religious faith. But for those who are not so protected, the separate messages come together into one big message: “You will not find much satisfaction in conventional settings, pursuing conventional goals.”

In response, explains Geoffrey Canada in his illuminating book, fist stick knife gun, young black males often adopt a “face-saving defensive posture,” which includes the determination not to conform, to resist low-wage work, and to adopt an anti-achievement ethic at school. They do not trust teachers, social workers, and other “helping” professionals. They refuse to be part of the system because they feel the system has rejected them.

Elijah Anderson says that many of the children lose interest in attempting to negotiate the mainstream system. They attach enormous value to objects like jackets and sneakers to shore up their identity. They invest in and live by a code of the streets, where they assert themselves and make sure they are granted the deference they feel they deserve.

The higher rates of employment among recent immigrants than among blacks—often cited as evidence that high rates of joblessness among blacks is their own fault—reflect differences in employer perceptions and practices, and in how well the two groups are positioned to take advantage of employment opportunities.

From the perspective of youngsters coming of age in the inner city, individual effort and hard work often seem to go unrewarded, and conventional symbols of success (be they luxury cars, jewelry, or expensive sneakers) seem to be reserved for those with access to illegal means to achieve them. Lack of jobs and opportunity become part of a self-reinforcing causal cycle. They interact to make it less likely that employers will be inclined to hire inner-city young people and that inner-city children will grow up prepared for good jobs.

This picture presented by Wilson and others of life in the jobless ghetto is very unattractive, writes Harvard social critic Nathan Glazer, “even if one understands the forces that have created it.” Glazer fears that this unattractive picture could keep the majority of Americans from supporting the remedies that might change the situation. My own view is that understanding the forces that have created the jobless ghetto also makes it possible to intervene constructively, with interventions that impact both opportunity and preparation to take advantage of opportunity.

Which brings us to our last question.

Is systematic social reform actually possible? Doubts about the possibilities of systematic social reform have been around since the French Revolution and have recently reached new heights of popularity.

Charles Murray joins earlier conservatives in seeing reforms as either perverse, because they will backfire and have the opposite of their intended effect, or futile, because they are powerless to alter the natural order of things or because the expansion of any reform will ultimately overwhelm and defeat it.

The obvious conclusion that it is better to leave things alone ignores the possibility of learning from the past and of adapting social policies and programs in the light of new evidence—be it evidence of unanticipated needs or unintended consequences, or of new and better ways of accomplishing common purposes.

In advocating strategies that would actually change lives and counter the skepticism about our collective ability to do so, I do not minimize the difficulty of the task.

I believe, just as the conservatives do, that changing life trajectories requires relationships that reach the intimate terrain where teachers, health professionals, child care workers, home visitors, recreation leaders, welfare workers, and community police interact with the children, youth, and families they hope to touch. I agree with Charles Murray that most successful “attempts to solve the problems of the inner city … are local, small-scale, initiated and run by dedicated people, and operated idiosyncratically and pragmatically.” I further agree that public contexts have, with some notable exceptions, been inhospitable to such programs. But I don’t agree that it must be ever thus, that relationships of trust and mutual respect are only possible in nongovernmental settings, financed by charitable donations or governed by market forces. The standardization and rigidity that have characterized publicly financed programs may indeed have made it impossible to deliver effective services, supports, and schooling in the past. But that stifling degree of standardization and rigidity need not be inherent in programs operating under public auspices.

“I don’t know where this idea has come from,” says educator Deborah Meier, “that we can’t collectively use our intelligence to create strong and effective public institutions.”

I have assembled in this book some of the evidence to show that we can.

And what makes me believe that the evidence will persuade the cynics?

I base my faith on a conviction and a hope:

My conviction is that Americans who still believe that fairness, justice, and opportunity for all will ultimately triumph will join with those who want a workforce that can win the international economic competition. Together they could be a powerful force in support of the changes now needed—once they come to believe that our major helping systems can be made to work.

My hope, and the hope of many portrayed in the following chapters, is that leaders, national and local, will emerge to convey to the American public a new understanding not only about the depth of our disarray and the disasters it portends but also about the remarkable accomplishments we are now capable of because we have so much of the knowledge we need.

This book is intended to assemble some of that knowledge, inspired by the words of Edna St. Vincent Millay:


Upon this gifted age, in its dark hour,
Rains from the sky a meteoric shower
Of facts … they lie unquestioned, uncombined.
Wisdom enough to leech us of our ill
Is daily spun; but there exists no loom
To weave it into fabric …



One of the most thrilling discoveries in writing this book has been how readily the facts culled from successful experience can be woven into fabric. In going from model to mainstream, across domains and disciplines, the threads become patterns and reinforce one another.

Some of the stories of systems change pioneers will strike the reader as so extraordinary as to raise the question of their larger significance. If it takes a miracle worker to accomplish the needed changes—and it often has—will there be enough miracle workers to bring off miracles in the numbers needed? The answer is that we must learn from the breakthroughs these local heroes have made to establish conditions in which well trained, committed, persevering but otherwise ordinary people can achieve the ends it once took a miracle worker to reach. The systems change pioneers like those carving out new frontiers in any realm, can make it possible for others, in much greater numbers, to follow. Every community in America already offers living proof that individuals of talent are ready, willing, and able to take on the formidable challenges of the years ahead.

The evidence collected in Common Purpose shows that the United States is rich in resources, ideas, and even in goodwill. We can resolve our most urgent domestic problems. Virtually all the elements that are part of the solution can be identified and described; they are a reality today, somewhere in this country. Taken to scale, these elements could be combined into a powerful Public Purpose Sector.

Combining the best in our public and private sectors, the experiences assembled in this book point the way to the strategies that utilize our individual and collective strengths at the national, state, and local levels. The experiences assembled in this book show it is possible to strengthen families and neighborhoods to improve the prospects of all Americans, especially our children. The experiences assembled in this book show how all Americans can join to restore our trust in one another and in our institutions, and to heal the rifts that threaten our life together as a nation. They show that we have a Common Purpose and that our Common Purpose can be realized.


Part I        

Spreading and Sustaining Success


In the next five chapters, we will see that it is possible to spread and sustain what works. We will see examples of new approaches to replication, tamed bureaucracies, the shift to results-based accountability, and efforts to expand our understanding of what works and why. We will see how citizens, practitioners, administrators, and legislators have created environments that allow effective interventions to flourish.




1        

What Works and Why We
Have So Little of It

IT WAS A FRONT-PAGE STORY in The New York Times: A “one million dollar experiment” had produced “some of the most remarkable results for poor youths since the test runs for Head Start.” A follow-up editorial cited rigorously documented statistics showing that “careful investments in disadvantaged youths can work.”

What caused the stir this time was the Quantum Opportunities Program (QOP), financed by the Ford Foundation. Over a period of four years it had provided randomly selected high-risk youth with all the mentoring, caring, and nurturing that are known to help. The results? In each of four cities, significantly more participants ended up graduating from high school, avoiding teenage pregnancy, and not in trouble with the law than a control group who didn’t get the intervention. In one city, the QOP group had one fifth as many high school dropouts as the control group and three times as many youngsters in college. In another, only 7 percent of the participants had babies as teenagers; the control group, over four times as many.

We read the good news, rejoice that something works to change outcomes we had heard were intractable, and shake our heads because the interventions that work seem to touch so few and are rarely heard of again.

The flicker of hope generated by the school, the program, the miracle worker singled out for having heroically changed lives remains just a flicker. Neighborhoods don’t become more peaceful. Juvenile violence and idleness don’t diminish. Single-parent families continue to form. The successes remain isolated if they remain at all. We know that isolated successes are no match for the powerful forces that are destroying children, families, and neighborhoods, but we don’t seem to be able to get beyond the isolated successes.

In my previous book, Within Our Reach, I described a pilot nurse home-visiting program for high-risk babies and their mothers in Elmira, New York. It had succeeded in reducing prematurity, child abuse, and accidents among the babies, and subsequent pregnancies and welfare dependence among the mothers. A careful evaluation had made clear that the intensiveness of the intervention was key to its success. The relationship between mother and nurse began during pregnancy and continued until the baby was two years old. Home visits were frequent and lasted long enough to allow time to address not only the nurse’s but the young mother’s agenda.

Nevertheless, on the day the program went from university-sponsored demonstration to Medicaid-funded health department program, the nurses’ caseloads were doubled, the duration of their visits curtailed, and families dropped from the rolls when the baby was four months old. Public health administrators felt that with limited funds they had to spread the benefits of home visiting as widely as possible. Since funds for evaluation were also eliminated, no one knew for sure how the dilution had affected outcomes. But all the nurses in the original program left, convinced by their own experience and available research that the watered-down program could not achieve its intended purposes.

In Within Our Reach, I also described the South Carolina Resource Mothers Program providing supportive prenatal care to high-risk pregnant teenagers. It was a pilot program operated in three South Carolina counties under the auspices of the Medical University of South Carolina. Its success was documented by a significant reduction in babies born at low birth weight. When it went from pilot project to large-scale service program, the effective pilot became ineffective. The scale-up to sixteen counties by the state health department was implemented over the next three years with larger caseloads, fewer visits, shorter client contact, less linkage with the community, less training, and less intensity. An extensive follow-up found the scaled-up program had had no impact on the incidence of low birth weight.

If we are to move beyond discovering one isolated success after another, only to abandon it, dilute it, or dismember it before it can reach more than a few, we must identify the forces that make it so hard for success to survive.

We begin that exploration with an examination of exactly what makes for successful interventions—the Seven Attributes of Highly Effective Programs.

1. Successful programs are comprehensive, flexible, responsive, and persevering. As I have traveled the country, describing my findings about the distinctive attributes of programs that work, I often found myself quoting Sister Mary Paul, the diminutive nun who ministers to the families of Sunset Park in Brooklyn. She says that in her program, “No one ever says, this may be what you need, but it’s not part of my job to help you get it.” That struck me as the key, not only to her success but the success of many others. That simple statement of a flexible, unbureaucratic approach characterized what I had observed in dozens of effective programs. When I repeat Sister Mary Paul’s words in lectures, people often come up to tell me their own stories showing that this broadly responsive attitude has been the key to their successes or, conversely, they tell me that they recognize their inability to adopt this stance as the biggest reason for their failure.

In auspices and origin, Sister Mary Paul’s Brooklyn program couldn’t be more different from the Quantum Opportunities Program that caught The New York Times’s attention. But its success is built on similar foundations.

Like Sister Mary Paul, QOP found that it takes not just services but “caring, compassion, and especially patience” to change lives. The staff’s persistence, dogged determination, and commitment to stay with the youngsters, no matter what, was crucial. In the words of one QOP worker, “These youngsters were permitted to get away with nothing, but nothing they could do would be bad enough to be expelled from the program.” The young people came to feel they belonged to an extended family whose sole purpose was to nurture their success. As one of the participants put it, “With an entire support system rooting for our success, it was more difficult to give up.” Program administrators willing to go the extra mile could motivate youngsters to go the extra mile, too.

Successful programs, such as Sister Mary Paul’s and the Quantum Opportunities Program, respond not with a fistful of referral slips or phone numbers. Rather their front-line staff are able to exercise enough discretion so they can help people get what they need when they need it.

A new breed of worker in an experimental Oregon program helping former welfare recipients to remain self-sufficient may, on a typical day, “counsel a depressed client about a deteriorating relationship with a boyfriend; find a tutoring program for a client’s child who is failing in school; help a recently unemployed participant look for a job.”

Successful programs do not, in fact, provide everything to everyone, but they are all flexible in offering more than a single strand of service or support. Prenatal-care outreach workers help find housing for a family when they discover that a pregnant woman is threatened with eviction. The effective early childhood program finds a way to respond to the sudden revelation of a parent’s drug problem.

The staff in successful programs take on an extended role in the lives of the children and families they work with. They think beyond professional services and help families to strengthen bonds with neighbors and churches and other natural networks of support. They respond to the needs of families at places and times that make sense to the family—often at home, at school, or in neighborhood centers and at odd hours—rather than offering help only in places that may be convenient for agency staff but are far removed geographically and psychologically from those who use them. Many of these programs make sure that staff members are available twenty-four hours a day so that family members have some place to turn in a time of crisis.

Many successful programs provide their front-line staffs with a pool of flexible funds that they can use at their discretion to help a family buy a wheelchair or a washing machine or to get the car repaired.

Staff in successful programs persevere, even when progress is slow or unsteady. They know that child care arrangements can fall apart; the first job placement may not last; there are many hoops to jump through before referral to a specialist actually solves a problem.

In their responsiveness and willingness to hang in there, effective programs are more like families than bureaucracies. You don’t lose your “eligibility” at a family support center. The welfare-to-work program Cleveland Works says, “We will be there for our clients forever,” unlike most training and employment agencies, which stop at training and placing a client, even though a high proportion of first jobs end within six months.

Five pioneering state agencies that undertook successful child-health initiatives all emphasized the importance of persistence in working with families distrustful of the existing service system. All told of continuing to make home visits until rapport with the family was finally achieved, opening the way to a relationship crucial in motivating family change.

2. Successful programs see children in the context of their families. They know that strong families are the key to healthy children, so they work with two and often three generations in a household. Head Start programs and family support centers echo the thought expressed by Gilda Ferguson, the director of Family Focus in Chicago’s North Lawndale neighborhood: “We nurture parents so they can nurture their children.”

These programs focus on family strengths but recognize that frequently, intensive individual treatment may be necessary to deal with serious problems, including substance abuse and mental illness.

Effective programs, whether they work primarily with children or adults, are alert to the family context. They are aware that whether children’s emotional and intellectual needs will be met usually depends on their parents coping abilities, mental health, and social and economic resources. They know a hungry child may mean there is trouble at home; a depressed parent makes them think about what is happening to the children.

Schools increasingly recognize the need for deeper parent involvement. They are aware that enlisting the overwhelmed and overstressed parents of today as collaborators requires more skill and ingenuity than ever before. In many communities the new partnership transforms schools into community centers. In others, schools join forces with community institutions to help strengthen families—be it through family support services, school-based health or social services, the child welfare system, or churches. Successful programs, then, do not substitute for strong families, but they have the ability to support families’ capacities to raise strong children.

3. Successful programs deal with families as parts of neighborhoods and communities. Successful programs grow deep roots in the community and respond to the needs identified by the community. One of the most difficult lessons for policy makers to learn is that most successful interventions cannot be imposed from without. There is no simple model that can just be “parachuted” in. Rather, successful programs are shaped to respond to the needs of local populations and to assure that local communities have a genuine sense of ownership.

The Council of State Policy and Planning Agencies, conducting field research into “best practices” in antipoverty programs, “peeled away the layers of the onion, asking why some programs worked and others did not.” The working group found very little that held true regardless of context. At their core, “Successful programs recognize and respond to the needs of the community; they reflect the character of its people; … they build capacity in people and in neighborhoods.…” The council concluded that “‘best practices’ are whatever works in a given context.”

Being community-based means more than being located in the neighborhood. Increasingly, successful programs are not just in but of the community. Even programs that see themselves as primarily providing services mobilize community members to participate as more than clients. The Children at Risk substance abuse prevention project attributes much of its success to the fact that each of its six sites has produced its own version of the program, “drawing on its own history, perspectives, and resources.”

Successful service programs take into account the real world of those they serve. As part of the community, practitioners recognize the many problems that are rooted in a lack of resources or supports rather than a “client’s pathology.”

Staff of a preschool center where children are routinely exposed to neighborhood violence see the children’s fear as presenting both internal and external problems. They may organize a neighborhood safe zone, in addition to providing counseling to the children and their parents.

4. Successful programs have a long-term, preventive orientation, a clear mission, and continue to evolve over time. Many programs are successful because they attack the preventable risk factors that occur at an early age and are implicated in later “rotten outcomes” of too early childbearing, school failure, and delinquency. That’s why many successful programs focus on the period from pregnancy through elementary school as the most productive time to intervene, and why the programs that work with young adults in difficulty also try to work with their children.

Successful programs create an organizational culture that is outcome oriented rather than rulebound. They combine a highly flexible mode of operation with a clear sense of mission, which everyone associated with the organization can articulate in simple terms. Like the successful corporations described in Peters and Waterman’s In Search of Excellence, they are “tight” about their mission and simultaneously “loose” about how the mission is carried out. They don’t abandon their fundamental mission for the fad of the moment. Successful schools, for example, do not simply pile each new reform one upon the other but build a sense of shared purpose and values to create a compelling ethos.

Those responsible for these programs have no illusion that they can implement the perfect model program—at once or ever. The programs evolve in response to the changing needs of individuals, families, and community, and to feedback from both front-line staff and participants. Because so many of these programs operate in areas where there is little scientific certainty, it is particularly important that they be able to continue evolving, learning from their successes and failures, and finding new and better ways to achieve their goals.

They maintain a stable core because they share common beliefs based on research, theory, and experience. They hold their goals steady but adapt their strategies to reach those goals. This often requires a program to expand its reach beyond the provision of services. When a program finds it is futile to do parent education with mothers who can’t provide their children with a safe place to crawl, explore, or sleep, or that housing and public safety issues must be addressed before family support services begin to have an impact, it often finds itself catapulted into helping “clients” to become activists to change the conditions in which they live.

5. Successful programs are well managed by competent and committed individuals with clearly identifiable skills. Managers of successful programs don’t do it by magic or charisma but by using identifiable management techniques to create a coherent, outcome-oriented organizational culture. They inspire their staffs with a shared view of the validity and value of the organization’s principal goals and tasks.

The widespread belief that behind every successful program is a miracle worker—a leader of such charismatic power that there are no more than a handful of such magical persons to be found in the land—is not borne out by the evidence. It is true that miracle workers are often the only ones who can overcome the most formidable systems obstacles, especially in jurisdictions and domains where it’s never been done before. But as experience with slaying the systems dragons accumulates, those skills, too, can be taught. Many successful initiatives have found that when their mission is inspiring, they are able to attract people with the courage, ingenuity, and skills the jobs call for.

It is also significant that leaders of prize-winning public programs have many skills in common that are not mysterious and can be learned. These include the willingness to experiment and take risks; to manage by “groping along”; to tolerate ambiguity; to win the trust simultaneously of line workers, politicians, and the public; to respond to demands for prompt, tangible evidence of results; to be collaborative in working with staff; and to allow staff discretion at the front lines.

Managers of successful programs create supportive settings stable enough to permit staff to learn from the latest research—and from their own mistakes. Front-line workers in these programs receive the same respect, nurturing, and support from their managers that they are expected to extend to those they serve.

6. Staffs of successful programs are trained and supported to provide high-quality, responsive services. Effective programs are aware that the greater discretion given, to front-line staff, the greater the importance of excellent training, monitoring, and supervision—to ensure that the discretion is exercised in keeping with mission goals and high standards of quality.

The importance of competence and quality among staff and institutional settings is so obvious as to be sometimes overlooked. Successful programs recognize that competence and quality are the crux of effective services. Versatility and flexibility build on competence; they are not a substitute for it. While a pregnant teenager who is poor, frightened, depressed, perhaps addicted, and possibly homeless requires much more than conventional obstetrical care to have a healthy baby, she does need care of high quality. No matter how alert to the patient’s larger environment, the nurse-midwife cannot produce good outcomes if she has three times as many patients as she can handle and if she cannot call on a competent obstetrician when she is faced with a pregnancy or delivery beyond her capacity.

7. Successful programs operate in settings that encourage practitioners to build strong relationships based on mutual trust and respect. It is the quality of these relationships that most profoundly differentiates effective from ineffective programs and institutions. But life-transforming relationships do not exist in a vacuum—they must be sustained by supportive institutions.

Reports on successful change efforts from every domain—from prenatal care to early child development, from elementary schooling to school-to-work transitions, from child protection to welfare-to-work efforts—find a special kind of relationship to be at the core.

At Last Chance Ranch, where Florida’s most serious juvenile offenders are rehabilitated in record-setting numbers, Philip Adams, the man in charge, says relationships are at the heart of his success. “I believe in discipline, I believe in kids doing exactly what I tell them to do. But what changes kids, what makes them act the right way when I’m not around, is that I love them, and they know that I love them, and they know that I care about them. If those kids can respect me and my set of values, and adopt those values as their own, then they’re going to do what’s right when nobody’s around.”

Karen Pittman, one of the nation’s leading youth development advocates, says that many years ago, when she began looking for successful pregnancy prevention programs on behalf of the Children’s Defense Fund, she would often stumble onto dropout prevention programs and delinquency prevention programs. She soon realized that all of the apparently successful efforts were doing much the same thing, regardless of the disaster they were funded to prevent. But what was most striking, she said, was that caring and relationships seemed to be the most important aspects of the programs—although rarely explicitly stated.

The National Academy of Science’s Panel on High Risk Youth surveyed programs that had been effective with adolescents growing up in high-risk environments. It found that the opportunity to develop sustained, trusting relationships with caring adults was central to their effectiveness. Psychiatrist and school reformer James Comer says that relationship issues are particularly important among low-income people who have given up on helping systems.

Ron Ferguson of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, who has studied a wide variety of efforts to improve the prospects of minority youth, concluded that “to incur the costs and take the risks that pursuing conventional success may require,” minority adolescents need a close relationship with an adult who combines caring about him or her with being an effective confidant, guide, broker, advocate, and disciplinarian. Caring relationships are critical to efforts to change life trajectories because they compensate, in some degree, for lost affiliation and influence with the old peer group.

A study of Head Start concluded that a critical factor in its success is that “Head Start staff enter into a compassionate partnership with each Head Start parent to shape the future of their Head Start child.” Case managers find that families known to an alphabet soup of agencies remain unhelped until someone finally is there long enough and is close enough and persevering enough to forge the kind of authentic relationship that helps to turn lives around.

An extensive study of effective schools by Stanford researcher Milbrey McLaughlin found that teachers’ ability to connect with their students’ families and life outside of school mattered more than any other single factor in students’ willingness to work hard toward academic goals and in improving student achievement. (A fourth grader told University of North Carolina researchers, “If a teacher doesn’t care about you, it affects your mind. You feel like you’re nobody and it makes you want to drop out of school.”)

Smallness of scale at the point where professionals interact with their pupils or clients or participants helps a lot. Large schools, large classes, massive outpatient clinics, and large caseloads vastly complicate the job of personalizing interventions. Phil Adams says about Last Chance Ranch that not having more than twenty youngsters there at any one time is crucial to his success in rehabilitating juvenile offenders.

Settings that encourage trusting relationships provide a warm, welcoming climate that conveys a sense of safety and security. Successful programs are not “lean and mean,” although clear rules and discipline provide predictability often missing in the lives of high-risk young people.

In view of the growing interest in mentoring and other supports and services provided by nonprofessionals, it is striking how many of the characteristics of effective professional practice also apply to the involvement of volunteers. Extensive and systematic studies have now shown effective mentors and volunteers are not free-lancers who bypass all the structural impediments that have made it difficult to provide effective services in formal systems. Quite the contrary, they too are dependent on supportive structures to be effective. “You can’t turn volunteers and kids loose, and hope for the best,” says Marjorie Wilkes of New York Mentoring. “It’s plain unrealistic to assume mentoring is easy, or that you can do it on the cheap.” The strongest conclusion of a synthesis of seven years of research on mentoring was that effective mentoring requires program structures that support mentors in their efforts to build trust and develop positive relationships with youth. “Most volunteers and youth cannot be simply matched and then left to their own devices.” Programs must provide the infrastructure—including screening, training, and ongoing supervision—to foster the development of effective relationships.

A New Practice and a New Practitioner?

In talking with researchers and practitioners about the importance of relationships, I have concluded that I have been observing the evolution of a new form of professional practice, often at odds with more conventional ways of working.

The new practice has emerged, more pragmatically than ideologically, from many disciplinary origins, often in opposition to professional traditions. The touchstones of the new practice are new professional skills, new professional norms, new power relationships, and a new mind-set about what it means to be a professional. Far from “coddling” their clients, which worries conservative politicians, the new professionals aim, quite consciously, to strengthen the ability of clients, students, young people, and families to make the journey toward independence and to take greater control over their own and their children’s lives. To this end, practitioners elicit client strengths and assets rather than pathology.

The family support movement has been one impetus behind the development of a new relationship between helper and helped, encouraging transactions that become “a problem-solving exchange between mutually respecting persons.”

The same evolution in professional practice is now occurring in many different contexts. In his study of efforts to debureaucratize special education in Madison, Wisconsin, law professor Joel Handler found that the most profound change occurred in professional norms. “The professional task was redefined.… Parents were seen as part of the solution rather than the problem. Everyone … could comfortably concede to the views of the other, confident that the matter was still open for renegotiation.” Teachers, students, and parents were working together to achieve shared goals.

Homebuilders, which shaped early family-preservation initiatives, is another source for the new form of practice, for redefining the meaning of professionalism, and for encouraging staff to “push the boundaries of their job description.” At a Homebuilders staff meeting I attended, a therapist told of appearing at the front door of a family in crisis, to be greeted by a mother’s declaration that the one thing she didn’t need in her life was one more social worker telling her what to do. What she needed, she said, was to get her house cleaned up. The Homebuilders therapist, with her special training and mind-set, responded









A Spiritual Dimension?












If the Seven Attributes of Highly Effective Programs Are So Great, Why Are They So Scarce?















Allowing Success to Survive
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