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For my wife, Kate, and our three children, Cameron, Casey, and Callum;

For David Heredia, my best teacher;

And for our students and graduates.
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PROLOGUE

Honk for Opportunity

I’M NOT A BULLHORN KIND OF GUY.

Even when explaining my life’s passion, I speak softly and carry a portfolio full of powerful statistics. Besides, Harvard Business School grads don’t march. Bankers don’t march. Typically, they are the ones being marched against. But on May 13, 2010, this HBS alum was excited and a little bit anxious to be taking it to the Boston streets—with some prominent bankers in tow. It wasn’t a protest. It was a moving public recognition of a workforce development program that actually puts people into good jobs. Plenty of Americans would take to the streets to cheer that kind of good news.

Just before 11:00 a.m., I pushed back from my desk on Federal Street in the heart of the financial district and pulled a white T-shirt over my standard work clothes: an oxford cloth button-down shirt and tie. The T-shirt was stamped with the words “Walk for Opportunity” and the logo for Year Up, the nonprofit workforce development program for urban young adults that I founded in 2000.

We first opened our classroom doors around the corner on Summer Street in July 2001 with twenty-two students drawn from tough inner-city neighborhoods such as Dorchester, East Boston, and Roxbury. They were part of a growing and vastly underserved population, a category that has since been labeled America’s “disconnected youth”—now an estimated 5.2 million young adults ages eighteen to twenty-four nationwide who are not employed and do not have more than a high school diploma. Lacking affordable college or technical training, their career paths might peak somewhere around “You want fries with that?”

By that spring morning nearly a decade later, Year Up had served more than three thousand students nationwide, teaching them marketable job and professional skills and placing 100 percent of those who qualified in their training period into internships with the best American companies. On the march that day, one of my favorite signs was carried by a proud information technology student: I CAN PUT A SERVER TOGETHER IN 42 SECONDS. CAN YOU?

Walk for Opportunity marches were being held in all six cities where we had opened Year Up programs: Boston, Providence, Atlanta, Washington, D.C., New York, and San Francisco. We took to the streets to remind Americans of the deep inequalities in opportunity in this country and to raise awareness of Year Up’s success in bridging that divide. We’re not exactly a household name, so it’s also a means to introduce ourselves. For our students and graduates, the walk is a loud, spirited expression of pride in their accomplishments. If I could hustle to Logan Airport and catch the shuttle to New York on time, I’d be trekking and hoisting a bullhorn in both cities that day. In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have worn the wingtips.

When I got outside to Summer Street, Year Up staff members were registering walkers by the hundreds. It was a great coalition: students, staff, corporate employees whose firms take our interns, students’ families and friends, civic leaders. Homemade signs bobbed along the sidewalk:


WE TAKE THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

WE WANT CAREERS

A HAND UP, NOT A HANDOUT



Near the mouth of a busy ramp funneling suburban traffic into downtown, marchers held up signs that urged HONK YOUR HORN FOR OPPORTUNITY. Our high-spirited Boston drivers obliged, and the noise began to build. We lined up behind a big yellow Year Up banner and started walking up Summer Street. Police cars stopped traffic and escorted our T-shirted throng, which had grown to several hundred.

Our reception was gratifying and rather sweet. After ten years, Year Up was a known quantity downtown, recognizable beyond our modest blue and white banner flying at Ninety-three Summer Street. Nearly a thousand of our students and graduates had distinguished themselves interning in local businesses. Hundreds had become permanent employees in offices all around us. On a sunny, seventy-degree day, the emerging downtown lunch crowd was upbeat and amiable, offering handshakes, high fives, and thumbs-ups along our way. Office workers waved and hollered from balconies and windows. We were headed for that venerable front lawn of American democracy, Boston Common. Our mission, as one sign put it: WALKING TOGETHER TO CLOSE THE OPPORTUNITY DIVIDE.

Together we were, from both sides of the divide. Year Up students and graduates include some of the poorest, most disenfranchised and talented young people this country has long overlooked. They are low-income urban young adults, eighteen to twenty-four. Year Up’s student body is 61 percent male, 39 percent female. They are mainly of color: 59 percent black or African American, 21 percent Hispanic or Latino, 5 percent Asian, 5 percent white, and 10 percent other or mixed; 83 percent have earned a high school diploma and the other 17 percent a GED; 34 percent live in public or subsidized housing; 16 percent are parents.

Cheering them on that day were some of the oldest, largest, and most powerful financial institutions in America: JPMorgan Chase, Bank of America, BNY Mellon, SunTrust. They lent their logos, their resources, and some enthusiastic foot soldiers. In Boston, State Street Corporation’s executive vice president, George Russell, came out and walked with us. Serving as grand marshal for the march in New York: Jim Cochran, managing director at JPMorgan Chase. Two days shy of my forty-fifth birthday, the hope—and the justice—in that improbable coalition seemed a magnificent gift. We had all worked so very hard to build it. And after a decade’s efforts, life had teed us up a perfect day. Boston Common was green and blooming and teeming with young energy and enterprise. My wife, Kate, and two of our three children, Casey and Callum, were right there with us, as they have been all along. It felt good and right. And from my vantage point in the middle of the bright, energized crowd, it also looked and felt like something much bigger than what we had first envisioned.

The PA system proved inadequate for the size of the crowd, and I had to yell my short speech. I’m not used to hollering, but I even ventured a little call and response:

“What is Year Up?”

“A movement!”

Bakari Barrett, a Year Up student, was a more poised and polished speaker. He stepped up and told some undeniable truths in a bit of slam poetry:


Lack of money gets less education

No jobs, and further degradation

It’s getting devastatin’

And I walk both sides of the tracks

So who better to provide you the facts?



Although Bakari had attended Roxbury Community College, he still needed a job and more professional and technical skills. He had heard that Year Up could provide all of that, plus a direct connection to the job market, so he decided to apply. On the day of the walk, Bakari was three months from graduating, interning at JPMorgan Chase. He did so well that he was hired permanently and is now a fund accountant specialist there, with a bright future ahead.

Across the country, all the Year Up marchers—graduates and current students—had worked impossibly hard during our yearlong program, earning coveted internships at top-tier corporations: Bloomberg, Bank of America, UBS, Google, Citi, Wells Fargo, Kaiser Permanente, American Express, and more. Some would have those internships extended; others would be hired permanently. Some would go on to college. Their striving and success have been taught as a case study in “social entrepreneurship” at Harvard Business School.

Though most Americans may not have heard of Year Up, we have interns and graduates succeeding beautifully, if unseen, in high-profile workplaces. They’re in the high-tech, ultrasecure NOC, or network operations center, for AOL outside Washington’s Dulles Airport. They’re tackling software glitches for professors and researchers at MIT, tracking stock trades for JPMorgan Chase and State Street, managing the help desk for thousands of Wells Fargo employees.

As I write this, our nation is in the grip of an economic crisis unprecedented in the modern age. Yet in the midst of record joblessness, Year Up has been able to place our students in good jobs in terrific companies, and we have some pretty audacious plans for expansion. How come? And what’s it to you?

The stakes are high here. Our future as a viable, competitive economy is at risk. We had no crystal ball to predict the current job market woes; I started Year Up by looking backward at long-term systemic failures that have only grown worse. Our program is the response to an Opportunity Divide that, as it gets more acute, makes our mission more compelling and our methods more acutely needed. Putting underserved and marginalized young adults to work in real career paths isn’t a miracle. It’s an achievable reality if you give them access to opportunity. What we provide is good, job-focused education to enter a market starving for skilled workers. How basic is that?

Seeing is believing. By the time you have heard our story and seen exactly how our program works, I’ll have demonstrated a few encouraging truths.

There’s reason for hope: As our nation’s demand for skilled labor increases and its pipeline for high-quality entry-level workers runs dry, Year Up is building a dynamic new workforce specifically trained for those jobs. For ten years, over four hundred leading organizations have found added value in our students as interns and as permanent hires. We’ve expanded our program across the nation and we’ve proven our model works.

Hope rests on a simple but critical change in perception: Year Up’s talented, successful workforce is made up of individuals too many of us have long been conditioned to see as liabilities. I am going to convince you that this is flat-out wrong. Our young adults are huge assets to an ailing economy once they’re given an opportunity. I am going to show you how the adversity of their beginnings can make them stronger, more motivated employees. Far from being a drag on our economic engine, these skilled new workers will be the key to its future.

All of us can benefit: Depending on your circumstances, there are different ways to hear Year Up’s story and process its lessons.

If you’re an employer, look to these pages for new ways to build a vital, sustainable workforce, one that can leverage your HR expenditures, improve employee retention, and make a greater contribution to the communities where you operate.

If you’re well employed, please read this with an eye toward how you can help ease this nation’s painful job crisis with even the smallest contribution of word and deed. Our corporate partners, volunteers, and working alumni will show you how it’s done.

If you need a job or a new start in life, look to these young people—challenged in ways you might not dream of—for the inspiration to find your own way.

If you grew up in a challenged urban community with abundant risks and scant resources, as our students have, if you understand their struggles all too well, take heart and some practical survival tips from their astonishing journeys.

If you have never had the opportunity and good fortune to meet or truly know a single one of the over five million young people labeled “disconnected” in America today—if your only images of our urban young adults are on street corners, in mug shots, or as stereotyped movie characters—listen closely to their voices here and see who they really are. Our students are my heroes; get to know them and you’ll find yourself wishing that you—or your children—had their determination and courage.

My name is Gerald Chertavian, and I’m a successful businessman and a social entrepreneur.

At least that’s how they’d probably script my introduction on that classic quiz show What’s My Line?

Back in the freewheeling eighties, I was a somewhat naive and very hopeful emergent capitalist. I hit Wall Street fresh out of the whispering pines of Bowdoin College in Maine, yellow power tie snapping in the breeze, and I was always in a hurry. As a $21,000-a-year credit trainee at Chemical Bank, this Armenian dentist’s son from the former mill town of Lowell, Massachusetts, was there to make a name for myself—and, I hoped, some money.

I was frugal, driven, and ambitious, and I had a plan. I left the bank to get my MBA and used what I learned in business school to help build a multimillion-dollar Internet consulting company. My partners and I sold the firm to great advantage on the cusp of the dot-com bust. It gave me the means to begin my next career—the one I’d wanted all along.

These days, “social entrepreneur” is a term used to describe a newer breed of nonprofit executives who tackle stubborn social problems with workable business strategies. Change makers with business-inspired methods, compelling metrics, and better-built mousetraps are making headway on problems that have resisted floods of money and good intentions in the past. Op-ed columns debate social entrepreneurship; Bill Gates and Michael Bloomberg fund it; two recent Nobel Prizes went to social entrepreneurs tackling environmental, health, and economic problems in developing nations.

It is a growing field of endeavor, and it’s now attracting some of the keenest, most innovative minds. It has always been the right fit for me, and selfishly so. I’ve needed to do this sort of work since I was a college student working on summer youth programs back in Lowell. In the early nineties, when I was studying at Harvard Business School, I was one of just a handful of people to join the Nonprofit Club.

Today it is called the Social Enterprise Club, and it is one of the largest clubs on campus. In 2010, 12 percent of Ivy League graduates applied to Teach for America on graduation. Fixing what’s broken in this country is the right thing to do. More and more of our nation’s most promising young people are discovering that it’s also a great and satisfying career. Some move back and forth between corporate and nonprofit work as opportunities and their own interests change and intersect. The idea for Year Up, albeit in rudimentary form, first appeared in an essay on my application to Harvard Business School in 1989. Its inspiration came from my experience toggling between my work in the privileged financial district and my weekends as Big Brother to David Heredia, a ten-year-old Dominican boy living in the Rutgers Houses, then one of the toughest crime- and crack-ridden projects in lower Manhattan. David was and is a gifted artist; given his circumstances, his best outlet might have been tagging subway trains with graffiti.

Mission statement? Year Up is committed to closing the ever-widening Opportunity Divide in this country. You’ll hear that phrase a lot from me, but it’s hardly my invention. No doubt you see evidence of it wherever you live. For the first time since the nation’s founding, successive generations of Americans are less upwardly mobile. Our children may not do better than we have. Or even as well.

The historic and widening gap between the haves and have-nots is tearing our country apart; you can see the growing fault lines in a succession of recent headlines in the New York Times and the Washington Post:


THE NEW INEQUALITY

THE COSTS OF RISING ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

NO CHILD LAW IS NOT CLOSING RACIAL GAP

PROFICIENCY OF BLACK STUDENTS IS FOUND TO BE FAR LOWER THAN EXPECTED

5 MYTHS ABOUT OUR LAND OF OPPORTUNITY



More recent figures on the racial differences in wealth show our students’ generation to be comparatively worse off than their parents. In the years 1984 to 2007, as they were growing up, the racial wealth gap quadrupled. A recent Pew study found that as of 2009, the average Caucasian had twenty times the wealth of the average Latino and eighteen times the wealth of the average African American.

Yet against this stark landscape, Year Up gets results. Within four months of completing the program, 80 percent of our graduates are employed or in school full time. They are resolutely on their way up. Employed graduates earn about fifteen dollars an hour—more than double minimum wage in some areas.

They leave our classrooms with considerable advantages. Year Up graduates enter the workforce with a half year’s on-the-job experience and a solid set of professional skills, from drafting a proper e-mail to workplace etiquette and teamwork dynamics. By contrast, 40 percent of employers rate high school graduates as underprepared for entry-level jobs, lacking basic skills such as math, written communication, and professionalism.

Where does that land much of America’s “disconnected youth” in this economy? The 2010 federal poverty guideline for a single person was $10,830. Alternative career paths—such as drug dealing—can yield big money and pricier consequences. In New York State, the average expense to house a prisoner for one year is $36,835—a waste from any perspective.

This kind of comparative math can be numbing and disheartening. But sometimes, if you turn it around, it’s excellent food for thought—if a little tough to digest.

Come to dinner with me for a moment, in a sleek corporate dining room on the Microsoft campus overlooking the Charles River in Cambridge; Harvard rowers are making their last runs as the lights come on along the riverbanks. The evening is being hosted by New Profit, one of the nation’s leading venture philanthropy organizations. New Profit invests significant capital in programs run by social entrepreneurs. Along with three other heads of successful nonprofits, I’m once again singing for my supper in a room full of very wealthy potential donors. We need them. The fees paid by corporations for our interns cover about half of our expenses for each student. Less than 10 percent of our funding is from the government. The rest must be raised at tables like this one. The food is superb, the talk earnest and civil. Until I get the question that always kills my appetite.

“Gerald, at $25,000, isn’t your model pretty expensive on a cost-per-head basis?”

“That’s a great question. Let me ask you, sir, do you have children?”

“Yes, I do, two children.”

“That’s wonderful. And I’m guessing they’re about college age.”

“One is finished; the other is in her junior year.”

“That’s great. And I’m also guessing that your kids were fortunate enough to go to a great private school.”

“Yes, they did go to private colleges.”

“Congratulations, that’s great. Now, the top-notch private schools today cost about $52,000 a year—but the school’s endowment generally kicks in another $13,000 to cover what it really costs, making that a total of $65,000 a year. Four years of that comes to $260,000, which we willingly, lovingly spend. I hope my own kids will go to such institutions.”

My questioner is nodding cautiously and the room has gotten very quiet.

“Why, then, do we think that spending one-tenth that amount on a young adult who has had no opportunities or advantages is somehow expensive? Why is one person worth ten times the investment of another?”

The gentleman absorbed it well. Pointing out inequity doesn’t have to make you the skunk at the garden party. It also helps if you can finish with a little more applied math, in terms of investment impact. A 2009 study by an economic consulting firm found that Year Up Boston graduates showed more than a one-million-dollar increase in lifetime earnings. They will contribute commensurate taxes.

In so many ways, they’re just what our economy needs. Despite the nation’s high unemployment rate, jobs are going begging—the very jobs our graduates learn the skills for. They can help correct an alarming structural mismatch: With fourteen million Americans unemployed, three million jobs remain unfilled. Research by the labor economists Anthony P. Carnevale and Donna M. Desrochers shows that the United States is facing a shortage of fourteen million college-educated workers in the next ten years. Consider a second skein of New York Times headlines that describe a critical and growing shortage of skilled labor for American business:


DESPITE SIGNS OF RECOVERY, CHRONIC JOBLESSNESS RISES

ONCE A LEADER, U.S. LAGS IN COLLEGE DEGREES

IN JOB MARKET SHIFT, SOME WORKERS ARE LEFT BEHIND



The title of a 2010 report on National Public Radio stated the problem succinctly: The Skills Gap: Holding Back the Labor Market.

There are plenty of jobs out there now, many of them information based, that don’t require college degrees. But they demand skills not taught in high schools. Year Up teaches technical and professional skills that change with the job market; the program is flexible enough to meet needs in different locales and markets. In Boston we began teaching Web design and dropped it when the demand dipped; we added financial operations and quality assurance after listening to what local employers said they needed—badly and right away.

It’s not rocket science. We do what the very best for-profit organizations do: Stay lean, hungry, and flexible. Grow a loyal, resilient, and engaged workforce on high support and high expectations. A popular sign that appeared in most marches that day in May simply quoted a Year Up core value: WORK HARD AND HAVE FUN.

That ethic—and our measurable results—have solidified and expanded our ties with the business community. JPMorgan Chase, a financial institution over two hundred years old with global assets of over two trillion dollars, has become a deeply committed corporate partner, involved now in six Year Up sites nationwide. Having bought the skills and energy of nearly one hundred of our interns from the New York City sites alone, managing director John Galante—chief information officer for Chase Wealth Management—says he has found a steady source of young talent applicable to many positions at Chase. Though the bank has been generous with everything from office space to seed money for new sites, its hiring of our interns is not seen as charity. That investment keeps paying dividends. “The interns’ success is very measurable for us,” Galante says. “When we look at how much it costs to bring them in, knowing that they have good basic training and how much they contribute, the corporate end sees it as a good investment.”

Sometimes, at a business lunch in the financial district, Galante finds himself recommending Year Up interns to CIOs and COOs at other firms. “I’ll say we’ve had some great experience with a terrific program. It’s a source of young, ambitious, smart labor. It’s worked out very well for us in terms of being an excellent business case for certain skill sets. It’s a great way to reach out to close the divide. It’s also a great energizer for the employees around the interns as they come in. I tell anyone—there’s not a big risk here. Add it up: a great business case, great for the community, an energizer for your staff—it’s really a win-win.”

Our admissions and community outreach staffs have heard it all:

For real?

Are you playin’ me here?

I think y’all might be lying.

Even potential applicants, many of whom have been through other job programs without results, are understandably skeptical when they first hear—through guidance counselors, community outreach programs, relatives, and friends—what Year Up can do in eleven intense months. Very often we hear them say, “I thought it was just another…program.” They have no reason to believe we can deliver what so many others have not. The U.S. Government Accountability Office reports that the United States spends eighteen billion federal dollars on forty-seven different workforce development programs. Only five have been formally evaluated. The majority of these programs fund efforts rather than results and don’t require a clear connection to employers. The industry itself is fragmented and unregulated, with thousands of mom-and-pop training organizations that aren’t being held accountable for ensuring their clients are getting jobs. Few have undergone scientific evaluation to prove that they are effective. Add it all together and you get a workforce development system that doesn’t really work. Given all the disappointments they have already absorbed by age eighteen, it’s no surprise that young adults entertain serious doubts when they read our ads and handouts that sound like the ultimate late-night infomercial: Earn while you learn.

But it’s true. Students in the Year Up program don’t pay any tuition or fees. They earn a daily stipend while they study and intern; graduates also attain up to twenty-three college credits. We encourage and help facilitate college study during and after our program, so that graduates can continue their career growth.

Briefly, this is how it works: After a rigorous admissions process, the next five months are spent in our classrooms learning marketable skills in areas such as information technology, financial operations, and quality assurance. In addition, students have a deep immersion in professional skills—everything from dressing and communicating professionally to managing their own finances. They learn how these soft skills and positive attitudes will help them succeed in the workplace. Students spend the next six months in full-time internships, applying what they have learned with our corporate partners. Each site graduates two classes a year; when one class of students begins their internships, a new class takes their place in the learning and development phase of the program.

We’re banking on them to succeed—literally. As I mentioned, the fees companies contribute to have Year Up interns cover half of our expenses. And if our interns don’t meet expectations, we don’t expect our corporate partners to pay us. Year Up’s solvency depends upon our interns doing well. I’ve never lost a night’s sleep worrying about that. I am not a particularly religious man, but I have boundless faith in these young souls.

Listen to Carlos, a New York student three months into the program, as he greeted a young man waiting in the student lounge for an admissions interview. The nervous applicant got a firm handshake, a big smile, and a friendly warning: “I’m not gonna lie, some days it’s gonna beat up on you. If you think you can dog it here, there’s the door—get out while you can. But if you really want it, if you can stay focused, a lot of people have your back here. I’ll have your back. Just remember, the ones who come poppin’ in here saying, ‘No problem, I’m gonna kill this,’ they’re the ones gone after a week.”

The reporting in our book draws from all of our learning communities across the nation and is collaborative, consensual, and well documented. The students speaking in this book are all real; we don’t do composites. Some of their stories are painful, tragic, and outrageous. A few absolutely defy belief. Names and a few identifying details have been changed in some cases to ensure the safety and privacy of students and their families—as well as their futures. When a pseudonym is used for the first time, it is noted by an asterisk. We undertake this book with the same guiding principle that powers Year Up: respect.

On average, close to 70 percent of our incoming students graduate. Compare that with community colleges, where almost half of college students seek postsecondary education. Despite a fivefold increase in enrollment over the past forty years, only 34 percent of students entering community colleges complete any degree program—within eight years after high school.

At Year Up, there is no tolerance for what’s been called the soft bigotry of low expectations. We expect a lot from our students because we respect them. We are not a charity operation. Each student signs a contract agreeing to adhere to Year Up’s rigorous and nonnegotiable expectations and core values; infractions of the contract requirements—from lateness to missed assignments—result in the loss of a portion of that week’s stipend. Performance is also assessed with our point system. Each student begins the program with two hundred points. They earn more points for meeting all expectations and lose them for infractions. We never expel, but any student who loses all points effectively “fires” him- or herself from the program.

We cut no slack, we accept no excuses, and the classroom door will be closed in your face—resulting in an infraction—if you are one second late. We insist on proper business attire, no T-shirts, no sneakers, no street slang—no fooling.

But it’s not just another version of “tough love.” Along with those high expectations for their performance, students draw on a deep and well-honed support system. Each of our sites employs mental health professionals to help students cope with the persistent challenges they encounter in their lives. Students are assigned on-site advisers who check in often—daily, if necessary—to ensure that “outside noise” is not keeping them from doing their best. They are also partnered with mentors drawn from the business community who provide more support, role modeling, and networking opportunities.

All of these professionals are skilled and dedicated. But their efforts would be of limited use without the students’ most valuable asset: peer support. They learn to rely on one another for a hand up, whether it’s help with an IT assignment or a six-thirty wake-up call. Students are organized into small (up to forty-person) learning communities known as LCs. Orientation week for any Year Up class is dedicated to creating bonds that often last far beyond the program; a decade after graduation, five graduates from our first Boston class of twenty-two still get together regularly for love, laughs, and support.

Why was Marisol,* a twenty-one-year-old single mother, tearful on the last day of her learning and development phase in Brooklyn as her LC prepared to head out on its internships? “Well, I’m really happy—I can’t wait to start my internship. But I can’t believe I won’t be coming here every day anymore. We started out not talking to each other much, just looking down at our feet. Now we are so tight. We’re family. Everybody here has your back. I never had this in my life—people you can call anywhere, anytime. And they’re there for you, no matter what.”

Why and how Year Up works—and the hope it holds for America’s future—are what this book is about. I don’t expect you to believe in its viability unless I show you, in the trenches, day to day. See how our students come in—watch them struggle, take risks, and excel. Take a hard look, too, at the ones we lose and the forces that conspire against them. This is our students’ book, just as Year Up is their success. Ours is a tight, collaborative organization built on constant feedback, mutual trust, and six core values that make ours a safe, caring, and uplifting community. It’s hardly my story; it’s the story of our astoundingly committed staff, corporate partners, mentors, donors, volunteers, and my wife, Kate, who has been a full and dedicated partner for each step of this meaningful journey. Of course we also need the voice of my Little Brother from the Lower East Side, David Heredia, now an artist, husband, and father living outside Los Angeles.

In all of our locations across the country, Year Up hallways are noisy with excitement and promise in so many young voices. In staying true to that atmosphere—and our culture of really listening, to everyone—this narrative may get a bit boisterous sometimes, and as loud and insistent as some of our students’ vivid slam poetry. In 2012 Year Up expects to serve just over fifteen hundred students from San Francisco to Atlanta and points in between. I travel constantly between sites to check in and see what’s on their minds. I hear from students and alumni every day in e-mails and phone calls; Kate is always setting extra places for graduates and mentees amid our children at the dinner table. And my BlackBerry is still set to ping every time a student—no matter where or when—fires him- or herself from the program. There’s always time to reflect on how we might have served someone better.

Finally, before we jump in: If there is one thing that gets this mild-mannered social entrepreneur into a decidedly unsociable state, it’s the suggestion that our graduates are so exceptional, our success rates so above the curve, that we must “cream” our admissions pool and accept those most likely to make it through. Nothing could be further from the truth.

As you hear their stories, know this: Our students come into their admissions interviews with an average of three challenges each, ranging from homelessness to domestic violence to lack of child care to past interactions with the justice system. You can’t go into a single Year Up classroom anywhere in the nation without finding young people who have been touched by violence at home or in their neighborhoods.

Even if they haven’t studied Nietzsche, Year Up students have an instinctive understanding of his famous maxim: That which doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. They know how to hammer their toughest challenges into a set of strengths any employer would be glad to have. As one Brooklyn student put it: “I figure if I’ve survived my own life so far, I can knock this thing out of the park.”

We have asked for a special assist from students in Class Nine of the Manhattan and Brooklyn sites to take us through the Year Up journey from beginning through internship and on to graduation. The young men and women you are about to meet are typical of the applicants who show up every weekday, in greater and greater numbers, at all of our sites—if anything about their lives can be called typical.

Among them: Malik,* a former special education student trying to escape the fate of his brother, murdered in street violence; Taleisha,* consigned to foster care at age eleven and back living in public housing with her three-year-old son; Cassandra,* homeless, self-supported since her midteens, and astonishingly resourceful. These students were invited to help narrate our story with no prescreening of their test scores or grades. If anything stood out about them during their first week with us, it was the sheer determination they showed in just getting themselves to our door.

The New York Walk for Opportunity was scheduled for late afternoon, and I made the shuttle with just minutes to spare. I wanted to be there. If Boston is home, New York is where this movement found its inspiration. The marchers were already gathering on Manhattan’s Lower East Side as my taxi sped along. I’m probably one of the few ex-commuters who still loves the jarring, potholed ride along the East River down the FDR Drive.

As a young banker, I used to ante seven dollars a day to carpool in a packed van from the Upper East Side down the Drive to Wall Street. David Heredia’s public housing complex is located just off that ever-clogged artery, right by the Manhattan Bridge. My home and Year Up’s national headquarters are in Boston, and when I come to visit Year Up NYC, I always ask the airport taxi to take the Drive so that I can see the windows of the Heredias’ apartment and remind myself where this all began.

The afternoon of the march, the cab dropped me right outside the Rutgers Houses. David’s mother, Cornelia, still lives in the same apartment, and after the greetings and hugs I could tell she was apprehensive and a bit unclear about the growing crowd downstairs. In my barely adequate Spanish I tried to explain to her what we were doing.

“Caminar por la oportunidad.”

I’m not sure I got my point across, although after over twenty years, I’m sure that Cornelia trusted me. But she seemed apprehensive when I introduced her—through a bullhorn—to the marchers who gathered outside the project and they cheered her loudly. David looms large in Year Up lore; nearly all students have seen an orientation video outlining his story. Cornelia, who raised five sons alone in the Rutgers Houses, is a heroine—and Year Up’s proud abuela.

“Ay, Geraldo…”

My “second mother” apologized that a bad back prevented her from walking with us. She waved us off down Madison Street toward Pearl and the steep granite canyons of the financial district. The echo effect was terrific.

The feeling in the financial district is so different from what I remember when I started my work life there. And in the area near the stock exchange, it looks more like a K-9–patrolled pedestrian mall, owing to the post-9/11 security issues. I’m always surprised by the number of tourists who now pour out of the Wall Street subway stations at all hours. Are they there to check the pulse of American capitalism in these difficult economic times? Or is it just a quick detour on the way to peer at Ground Zero?

Whatever the draw, they were out in force along our route, looking puzzled but pleased at catching the modest spectacle. Just as we reached the heart of the financial district on Broad Street, my cell phone rang. It was Mike O’Brien, a friend and fellow social entrepreneur, calling from an office above.

“Hey, Gerald, is that you down there?”

Yep. Same guy, same suit, more meaningful job description.

We finished the march in front of the iconic Federal Hall at Fifty-five Wall Street, beneath the supersized bronze statue of George Washington. His hand was raised out toward us—I’d like to think in benediction. The founding father took his presidential oath of office on a platform there in the spring of 1789, kissed the Bible he had sworn on, and received a booming thirteen-cannon salute. We figured it was a fitting place to hold America to its promise of social and economic justice for all.


CHAPTER ONE

“Yo, God. What Are You Doing?”

“WHO ARE THEY?” A WOMAN AIMING HER TURQUOISE POINT-AND-shoot camera asked no one in particular.

September 10, 2010, was another bright, warm day. Class Nine of Year Up New York City, eighty-seven strong, had assembled on the steps of Federal Hall behind a Year Up banner for the class picture taken there at the start of each term. The New York staff jokes about how many tourists have found the sight worth capturing for their click-and-save digital scrapbooks, peering at them later in Beijing or Berlin and wondering, “Who is Year Up?”

The students in those class portraits are mostly of color: African American and Hispanic, several Asian, a few Caucasian faces. For them, Wall Street had been as distant and irrelevant to their lives as the Great Wall of China. They had traveled there from some of the poorest, most neglected, and crime-ridden neighborhoods in Brooklyn, Harlem, lower Manhattan, the Bronx, and Queens. The majority of them—over 90 percent—came from households eligible for public benefits; if they had any employment it was in a numbing succession of minimum-wage jobs that netted an average yearly salary of just over six thousand dollars.

Since we opened the facility in September 2006, enrolling a new class every six months, Year Up New York City had graduated seven classes while an eighth was completing the internship phase. Class Nine also included thirty-nine students in our new Brooklyn site. All of them had graduated from high school or obtained a GED, a Year Up admissions requirement. Here are a few of the nonacademic skills some of Class Nine had found it useful to learn along the way:


How to find space in your heart and in your cramped apartment for young cousins whose parents died of AIDS.

How to stay clean and nourished and navigate your Bronx high school without anyone knowing you’re homeless, penniless, and on your own at sixteen.

How to calmly and effectively seek a transfer when your English teacher calls you the most unspeakable of racial epithets.

How to get a good night’s rest when the other foster teenager in your room sleeps with razors under her pillow.

How to use Facebook to save your own life—literally.



[image: ]

Like the New York City classes before them, they started life abundantly rich in what social workers call “risk factors.” More than 40 percent had some sort of financial hardship—low income, lack of medical insurance, scant or no resources for college or job training. A third had significant challenges at home: They had been in foster care, acted as the primary caregiver for other family members at a very young age, or were confronting some other sort of family crisis—drug abuse, domestic violence. Some were already parents themselves, struggling with limited resources and child-care issues. Others were homeless or transient. Most had been severely shortchanged by substandard or “failing” public schools.

If you just read the papers, most of what’s reported is fairly grim data. The New York State Education Department reported that in New York City, only 21 percent of students entering city high schools in 2006 (as many of Class Nine did) graduated with high enough scores on state math and English tests to be deemed ready for higher education or well-paying careers. Broken down along racial and ethnic lines, the stats were even worse: Only 13 percent of African American students and 15 percent of Hispanics qualified in that “readiness” category.

Motivation is not measured in those statistical surveys, but that is a key factor in Year Up’s admissions process. We look for students who are willing and eager to make a significant change in their lives. That day in New York, the eighty-four looked anything but disconnected, disaffected, or hopeless. They were wearing suits and ties, business-appropriate skirts and dresses, shined shoes, and two-hundred-watt smiles. A cheer went up among them, loud enough to startle the security dogs outside the stock exchange into alert mode.

Once the photos were taken and the banner was rolled up, the students and their instructors walked a block and a half and around the corner to a suite of crisp blue and white Year Up classrooms at Fifty-five Exchange Place. The eighty-four were divided into two learning communities (“LCs” in program vernacular) under the guidance of site leaders Massomeh Muhammad (LCM) and Linzey Jones (LCL). Separately, each LC was to close out an intense orientation week with a group exercise known as Milestones.

Not all sites use it, but in most cities the staff has created some form of group exercise that helps an incoming class gel. Growing a supportive community is crucial in a program that relies on intense peer support and feedback. These students need to care about one another—and quickly.

At the Year Up New York site, Milestones is high input and low tech; it requires courage, some mural paper, and a plastic bin containing marker pens and a box of tissues. Dates, in increments of five years, are written across wide mural paper taped to the walls. Students are invited to walk up and jot down significant moments in their lives near the appropriate dates. And if they choose to, they may stand up front and talk about their individual entries.

First up was LCM. Already the group was vocal and high energy, not unlike its leader. Massomeh is a lively woman given to wrapping herself in vivid, cheery colors that telegraph her background in teaching and running arts programs. Through stylish round glasses, she was watching her new charges intently as they chose markers and ambled toward their blank canvas.

In ten minutes they had covered the paper in brightly colored scrawls and meticulous script. Viewed together, their entries’ shorthand took in joy, sorrow—and plenty in between:


I was born!

Father was killed

My little bro was born (person who keeps me together)

In a shelter with mother and brothers

Moved into first house

Foster care

I took care of Mommy

Dad stops drinking

Started playing football

Kicked out of house by mother (homeless)

Mommy passed, lost all my motivation

Lost my twin babies

Got accepted to Year Up!!!!



It may be sufficient for some students to just list their milestones. All are invited to stand up and talk about them if they wish to do so; nothing is mandatory. Staff members also write their milestones, and they stand up to speak about their experiences first. This helps break the ice and give students guidelines for speaking. Andres Gomez, a perceptive and experienced MSW and our student services manager, was running the exercise. It was his first time, but he seemed confident and calm as he ceded the floor to the woman who had hired him. Lisette Nieves, executive director of Year Up New York City—which also includes our new learning community in Brooklyn—stepped up to the front, grabbed a marker, and exhaled.

Lisette’s milestones held their attention straightaway. Born 1968: “You couldn’t get a more contentious year, but you couldn’t get a greater year of hope either.” Second daughter of a too-young Puerto Rican couple who lived on a California commune, came back to Brooklyn, and split up. In 1972, put into foster care, owing to her teenage mother’s drug addiction. Four months later, mother, full of love and promise, was found dead of an overdose. Raised by grandmothers and aunts until her father returned, found her, and took her home. Brooklyn College. Joyous wedding. Father’s death. In 2005, “Had my son.”

There are a few other impressive milestones that Lisette generally keeps to herself in these exercises: Former chief of staff of the New York City Department of Youth and Community Development. Overseer of AmeriCorps projects for the entire Northeast. First Puerto Rican Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University and graduate of the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs at Princeton.

That day, she simply wished LCM to understand that the daughter of a drug-addicted mother consigned to foster care had made it through just fine, thank you.

“Happy ending,” Lisette concluded. “Think about that.”

It was Lisette who instituted Milestones in the New York site, fashioning it after a community-building training exercise she had been taught to facilitate years earlier. “The idea,” she explained, “is that you ground everyone in experiences that may have seemed challenging to them. But you use that as a metaphor for hope and resiliency—rather than increase the sense of being a victim.”

Lisette knew there would be no shortage of difficult entries on the wall charts. Just to get started, Year Up students need so much more than a student ID card and subway fare. A staff of dedicated professionals—educators, MSWs, advisers—provides daily, steady support to help students cope with what is called “outside noise.” They may shine in class during the school week, but our instructors have come to dread Mondays. They have seen the damage a weekend back in the neighborhood or in a difficult home life can inflict.

Andres was scanning the rows for more volunteers. “Anyone else? No pressure. Only if you want to.”

Taleisha, the twenty-one-year-old single mother of a toddler son, pointed to her first entry—a ten-year separation from her two dearly loved younger brothers. She had never talked about it—not with the social workers who removed all three children from her mother’s home when her brothers were just two and four, not with her loving, tenacious foster mother, and certainly not with the succession of therapists assigned to her case. Taleisha always stonewalled; they just stared at the clock and each other until the mandated appointments were up.

Taleisha didn’t talk, period. She could not remember when she had had a friend and was only thankful that no one knew her business in her public housing complex in East Harlem. The first week she had brought her infant son, Jared,* to live there, a fourteen-year-old boy shot directly at them with a handgun on their way in—not aiming, just playing. He missed. And she had cupped the baby’s downy head: Welcome home, little man.

Talk about it? It was all just so…unspeakable. So what was she doing up in front of everyone? How did her legs even get her there? Tears rolled down her face and Andres, who had been a caseworker at the social services agency that had shepherded Taleisha’s teen years, said quietly, “Take your time. And it’s okay if you can’t right now.”

“I’m okay. I think. My brothers were so young when they took us all out of my mother’s house. I love them so much and they hardly remember me today. I was the oldest. When they took us, I was eleven, and the social services people had just talked to me. They took us while my mother was at work. I had to call a few relatives about who could take us in, because they were telling us that we were going to sleep there and I didn’t want my brothers to do that.

“They asked me would I want my brothers to stay with me in foster care, and I told them no because they had nothing to do with why I had to go into protective custody. They took them back to my mother when I told them that I would just go into foster care. Alone.”

Taleisha’s choice. Made in the fourth grade with harrowing maturity, that sacrifice set her adrift from all that she loved. Soon after, her mother and her new husband took the boys away to Chicago. No wonder that the rest of Taleisha’s short narrative was halting and hard to follow. There was so much more she could not address. But Andres was nodding at her. It was all good, a victory. Taleisha spoke. And as she made her way back to her seat, LCM murmured support.

“I had something like that too. I hear you.”

“Thank you. That had to be hard.”

Andres nodded next to twenty-one-year-old Cassandra, a tall, stylish young woman with only a trace of her native Jamaican accent. She seemed nervous as she took her place at the front of the room, but determined to speak. She was wearing a slim beige pencil skirt cinched by a wide belt. Hair, nails, lipstick—she’s always so perfectly groomed that an instructor had just told her, “You look like you stepped out of Vogue.” Cassandra had laughed at that. “You have no idea….”

Pointing at the chart, she began with the notation of her birth in Jamaica in 1989.

“My mother left for the United States in 1990, my father in 1992. When my mother left, I was with my uncle. I was seven months old. My uncle raised me; I had no contact with my parents. My uncle grew me so hard. I never knew why he was so rough on me. Now I realize that if he didn’t grow me the way he did, I would not be able to make it out of any of my…circumstances. He knew my parents well, how they were.

“Him and his wife, they have seven kids. He taught me how to do everything. Let Cassandra do it. I was washing my clothes at six. I learned how to cook at six. I do everything, I’m a hands-on person. When I was eight, I started receiving calls from my father once a year.”

Charmaine Peart-HoSang, director of outreach and social services for both Brooklyn and Manhattan, was standing along the side of the room, listening carefully. She is a tall, thoughtful woman with wise eyes and a keen instinct for impending crises. It would be Charmaine’s job, along with Andres, to be extra vigilant with this new student, whose privations had been extraordinary right from birth and had only grown worse. Charmaine was also born in Jamaica, though she immigrated to Toronto at age two and grew up there before she came to New York to earn her MSW at Hunter College.

With seven years’ experience in counseling New York City youth and a lifelong immersion in West Indian culture, she recognized Cassandra as a “barrel child,” the product of “stepwise” migration. Barrel children are left behind with relatives in the West Indies when their parents immigrate to the United States. They have little connection save the occasional cardboard shipping barrel of clothing and supplies sent back to the islands for support. Often children are not sent for until years later; family adjustments are not always smooth.

Cassandra glanced back at the chart and continued.

“So. Another milestone. In 2001, when I was twelve, I came here to live with my parents in Camden, New Jersey. My father had his own floor refinishing company, so they’re okay, they’re doing great. I had two brothers and a sister. I lived with my parents pretty much for five years. I ran away in 2006 to come to New York. It was an abusive situation.”

Charmaine wondered how far Cassandra would take it. From Cassandra’s candid admissions interviews Charmaine knew that the abuse was so abominable, recurrent, and apparent that court officers sent Cassandra straight to therapy and to a judge, who instructed her how to legally “divorce” her parents, a process called child emancipation in some states. She got through the legal proceedings with the help of a sympathetic aunt. But afterward, threats of reprisal terrified her. When Cassandra fled her parents’ home, she had no identification, no birth certificate, no immigration papers, and no idea how to begin life anew and on her own. She found her way to New York, where a series of relatives grudgingly took her in, then turned her out.

“And I’m sleeping in the park in the winter. It’s a park in the Bronx called Haffen Park, one of the worst. But I survive it. I do. In the daytime I go and look around. Where am I going to be? Where did the snow fall the most? In the evening when everyone clears out of the park, I would clear off the snow and just be there for a while, watching. Then I would go by my school friend’s house and sit there. They’d ask me, ‘You want dinner?’ Sometimes I refused, not making it look like I never ate anything. She and her mother never knew. They thought I was staying with a friend.

“I would go back to the park around eleven, walk around first to see if anyone is there. Bad people stay by there. And if I don’t see anyone I would go up on the slide and just curl up on the little platform. On the top where nobody could see me. It was one of the high ones. I have all my clothes, my jacket, and my boots, and I would just curl up in a ball to keep myself warm.

“When it’s getting too cold, what I do, four in the morning, sometimes five, I walk to the train station and sit there, and if anybody, the police or station people, ask me a question, I’d tell them I left my house too early so I’m just sitting waiting. Sometimes, I’m not proud to say, I wouldn’t have a Metro card to ride the train to school, so I would climb over the bar to get in….

“School was a relief. It was good for me because they provide breakfast and lunch. I would get an extra breakfast or an extra milk or cereal and make sure I eat lunch and I would be okay ’til the next day. Every afternoon, I’d be one of the last ones to leave. No one really knew what was going on until I decided I couldn’t deal with it anymore.”

LCM was riveted. A few female students were hunched over, arms folded as if they could feel the desolation and cold. The room grew quieter still as Cassandra discussed her brief stay in a shelter, the difficulties of transporting one’s belongings in flimsy, slippery trash bags, finding places to stash them, and working three minimum-wage jobs to secure the lifeline she felt could save her.

“I bought the laptop when I was working. That’s the best thing I ever did. It was a present to me from me. It was twelve hundred dollars for the laptop and printer. I said, ‘I have to get myself something tangible.’ I said, ‘I need a serious warranty because I’m constantly on the move.’ And I got a five-year one. At an early age I had to think on a higher level.

“I had no one. No. One. But I found huge family on Facebook. And we met up in Harlem, by Applebee’s. They said, ‘You have to meet everyone else; there’s so much of us. Yes, Cassandra, your grandfather and grandmother have a lot of kids.’ Huh? Turns out my grandfather had twenty kids altogether. In different places.

“This is why I say I’ll never close my Facebook account—you never know what’s happening. I met my cousins from D.C. They heard about me and they came up to meet me. It feels great. You come all the way to meet me? Me? And with them getting to know who I am, I get so much support from them. What I love is that they’re all educated. Nurses, doctors, teachers, counselors. With them, education is the key.”

Charmaine watched closely as Cassandra took her seat amid expressions of sympathy and utter shock from her classmates. Her resiliency was just short of miraculous, her coping skills savvy beyond her years. But any stability she managed was a very fragile thing—and balanced on a knife edge. Charmaine and Andres were already bracing for a potential crisis just a week into the program.

Upon leaving the shelter, Cassandra was lodged temporarily with a relative who had become unpredictable and menacing. Even charging the battery of her precious laptop was forbidden to Cassandra. She expected to be homeless again, and soon. But she had promised Charmaine—and herself—that she would absolutely make it to class on time, every day—and hang tough until the situation exploded. Again. She had just explained: “It can get hectic where I stay now. I leave that place every day at first light. But I’m so happy when I’m here.”

That same morning, across the East River in Brooklyn, another Milestones session was getting under way in a double-sized classroom, recently painted and carpeted. Year Up’s newest space has been carved from the old Dime Savings Bank building; its venerable dome overlooks the hustle and honk of Flatbush Avenue. The learning community of thirty-nine students arrives mainly by subway from Williamsburg, Fort Greene, Bushwick, and Queens.

The space is made available to us at minimal cost—no rent, just operating expenses—by its owner, JPMorgan Chase, a Year Up corporate partner. It is in a weary old part of Brooklyn’s downtown undergoing its own year up, with new high-rise condos and office buildings, mixed-use art and enterprise co-ops, and the sprawling Fulton Mall renovation. Even rapper/entrepreneur Jay-Z has sought a piece of the action, investing in Buffalo Boss, a barbecued-wing joint owned by his cousin. This is a construction zone so active that Year Up’s temporary backdoor entrance has a secure but speakeasy feel. Watching the procession of well-dressed students navigate the mud and barricades that morning, a deliveryman wondered: “They got a modeling agency or something up there? What’s with all these kids in suits?”

Delivery man number two: “Naw, man. I’m guessing a parole office.”

Upstairs, Milestones was being led by LCW site leader Wilfrid “Wil” Velazquez. Wil has a voice soothing as aloe and a set of professional tools that let him contain and direct a charged situation with firmness and compassion. He would have his work cut out for him that morning.

First he took the group through his own milestones, startling his coworkers with a revelation they hadn’t heard in previous sessions: the devastation caused by the cancer diagnosis of a former girlfriend and his seeking help to cope with it. “I’ve never talked about that before,” Wil would confess later. “You can’t ever predict where these things will take you.”

LCW got busy. Along two paper-covered walls, the students’ bright marker entries ranged as widely as those of their colleagues across the river:


Found God, got baptized

Drope outta HS

Grandmother died, I got arrested

My little bro born! Yeah!

June 18, Mommy dies

Got kicked out of high school

Father went to Iraq, was shot

Finished High School!



Malik, an energetic, somewhat fidgety eighteen-year-old, loped up to the front and pointed out his own entries on the chart. They were easy to find; he had chosen a neon green marker. He pointed to his notation for 2006: “Brother killed.”

“I was at my eighth-grade prom. That’s when I got the news. I had just got my dance on. The next day was graduation. And I was prom king. My brother Amadou* came into the dance. He told me the news, that our older brother Bakary* was dead. At that time my mind was almost blank. I went back to my home and I could see everybody crying and everything, but I still couldn’t believe it. I knew my brother was in the streets and all, but it didn’t sink in.

“Then they were telling me how he died. They said that he got set up. He was strangled. They stuffed his body in a trunk, drove it to a Dumpster, and wrapped him in a trash bag. They put him in the Dumpster and set it on fire. And that’s when it clicked—those details—and I’m like, ‘Nah, you’re not serious.’ Then they told me the people that did it. We’re all in the same project.

“So the day after, I went to the spot where they all hang out. My friend gave me a gun. He didn’t even give it to me; I got it from him forcefully. I went to that block and I didn’t see anybody. So I was like, ‘Wow, either it wasn’t meant for it to happen or…something.’ Because I know if any one of them was out there, something bad would have happened. I would have tried to get revenge—that was my mind-set.

“My mother. Oh, it was bad, bad. My mother had the call, she was at the morgue or wherever you go, to identify the body. I didn’t see her that whole night. The next day, you could tell something just broke. I never seen her like that. She’s a strong woman, but when I seen her like that, real sad, cryin’ her eyes out…The next day was my graduation and she didn’t come. It was too much for her.

“I had a focused mind-set once I finished eighth grade ’cause I barely made it out. I knew my other option was if I don’t get my stuff together, I’m going to be in the streets—like Bakary. And being in the streets would just put more worries on my mother. That’s when I knew I just had to get myself together. I felt the only way I could really make her feel happy again or have some type of joy is by me focusing, not being in the streets, just trying to get my schoolwork together. That was my battle. I was going to graduate high school for my mother. I could not take the sadness in her face. No.”

There were some stifled sobs in the room, mainly from the mothers on the staff. Charmaine fanned herself with her hand. Tissues bloomed. One young woman hurried out into the hallway, whispering, “It’s too close, too close for me.” Other students urged Malik to keep going.

“That’s all right. You tell it.”

“My brother was in the streets and it killed him,” Malik went on. “And I seen that everybody my brother was hanging around with, they all was getting locked up and everything. I knew that I had to have another option.”

Malik threw his arms wide and grinned.

“So I’m here now. We’re all here. Let’s do this!”

Malik took his seat amid a flurry of cheers, back slaps, and high fives. Having volunteered next, a heavyset young woman walked to the front, then abruptly bent double and let out a shriek. Her classmates jerked in their chairs at the loud, sudden sound. Through tears, she apologized: “I thought I could, but I’m not ready.”

As she was
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