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Introduction 
 
In March of this year, the Youngstown Academic Distress Commission approved an effort 
underwritten by The Raymond John Wean Foundation and Youngstown Foundation to have The 
Harwood Institute for Public Innovation engage the broader Youngstown community to 
uncover:  
 
 people’s aspirations for the community;  
 the choices and tradeoffs people are willing to make around key commission reforms;  
 community conditions that must exist for people to step forward and embrace 

education reform efforts;  
 what it will take to deepen and broaden community expectations and aspirations for 

achievement;  
 strategic ways to further develop and deepen local capacity to engage the community;   
 potential partners that people trust to take action on education. 

This report presents the key findings from what we learned, the implications for moving 
forward, and, as the Academic Distress Commission said,  “recommendations for high 
aspirations for students and ways to continue to develop community engagement.” 
 
Three Central Themes 
Three dominant themes emerged from this engagement effort – each of which goes directly to 
the goal of creating a culture of high expectations within the schools and community: 
 
 Community conditions matter. People believe that both the schools and community 

must attend to key underlying conditions – trust, relationships, and confidence in 
people’s ability to act together – if progress is to be made on achieving higher 
expectations and achievement. 

 We must act. The community believes it must step up and take action – not just the 
schools. Education is a community responsibility not just the school district’s.  

 People want a down-payment. People are not looking for, and will not trust quick fixes, 
grand plans or silver bullets.  They want a down-payment, small demonstrations of 
progress that indicate things are moving in the right direction. 

 
Moreover, the Superintendent currently holds a good measure of trust and is in a position 
where he can and should act. 
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The Groups Engaged 
 
The engagement effort took place over a four month period, from March to July, during which 
time the Institute engaged residents all across Youngstown. As illustrated in the included 
methodology (Section VI) we met or exceeded nearly every target for the number of people 
engaged, geographic distribution and conversations held. We held more conversations, 
conducted more interviews, engaged more stakeholders and spoke with more students and 
teachers than the already aggressive plan dictated. We spoke with people from the following 
neighborhoods: 
 

 Brier Hill 
 Northside 
 Eastside 
 Sharon Line 

 Brownlee Woods 
 Southside 
 Westside 
 Downtown/(YSU) 

 
While the primary focus of this effort was to engage residents, we also held targeted 
conversations and in-depth interviews with the following groups: 

 
 Faith leaders 
 Business leaders 
 Teachers  
 Students 

 Elected officials  
 School officials  
 YSU staff  
 Non-profit leaders

 
Based on these efforts, we have identified in the report places where different groups voiced 
different priorities or views of education. But, perhaps surprisingly, overall we found 
remarkable similarities throughout the conversations within groups and across them.  
 
 
Building Local Capacity 
 
An important principle in the Academic Distress Commission’s requirements for the community 
engagement initiative was to build local capacity for organizations and individuals to carry out 
engagement work – not just in relationship to this effort but for future efforts. Toward this end, 
the Institute forged partnerships with local groups, including the Public Library of Youngstown 

Bottom line: if there is consensus in Youngstown today, it is around people’s belief the 
schools and community must each act to build the underlying conditions of relationships, 
trust and confidence necessary to make a difference in the lives of children and the 
community at large, and that to do so requires small authentic steps that build 
momentum. 
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& Mahoning County, HandsOn Volunteer Network, Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative, 
Youngstown City Schools, ACTION, and The Raymond John Wean Foundation.  
 
The Institute worked with the local partners to identify and train more than 30 conversation 
leaders and note-takers. Moreover, the partners helped to determine the neighborhoods for 
engagement as well as candidates for the stakeholder interviews. In just four months, the 
Institute created and provided: 

 
 Two half-day, in-person training sessions led by Harwood coaches to prepare 

conversation leaders and note takers for their roles in Community Conversations and in 
Ask Youngstown Interviews;  

 Ongoing support and training from Harwood certified coaches in theming the results of 
these conversations; 

 Biweekly conference calls with Harwood staff or coaches so that our partners could 
debrief on what they are learning and problem-solve together; 

 On-demand webinars focusing on holding conversations, note-taking and identifying key 
themes, which enabled our partners and conversation leaders to deepen their skills. 

 Additional training for local interviewers in advance of the Stakeholder Interview and 
the Deeper Choice Conversations. 
 
 

A Note About Race 

During this effort, issues of race, racism, and discrimination bubbled to the surface. It is 
clear that these issues are a part of the people’s context, and for many a critical lens 
through which they view the schools and community as a whole. Unfortunately, 
addressing other stated commission goals and the brevity of this process meant that there 
was not enough time to authentically delve deeper into these topics without raising false 
expectations about our ability to see these conversations through. To fully engage around 
race and racism requires a deeper set of conversations and a longer process.  Moving 
forward, engagement around issues of race and racism, both interpersonal and structural, 
will be important. These conversations will need to be connected to previous and ongoing 
efforts. 
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People’s Context  

 
In seeking to raise expectations and student achievement, it is essential to understand people’s 
starting points for how they view schools and the community, the obstacles to moving ahead 
productively, and what they see as signs of progress in the community to build upon. Reform 
efforts need to take this context into account – which means actively and explicitly building 
upon it. Efforts that fail to do this are likely to be seen as lacking currency and relevance to 
people. 
 
 

 Schools are in constant flux  
 
1. Parents, students, and teachers all paint a picture of Youngstown City Schools in a state of 

constant flux – which is harming reform efforts.  
 
People describe Youngstown schools as in a state of constant transition. Teachers in particular 
described jumping from one program or model to the next as a result of district and school 
leadership changes. This is made still more chaotic because it comes with frequent changes in 
curriculum, course assignments, even school assignments. Students echoed these concerns, as 
one explained, “There is too much flux… too much change. [We] need to know the routine will 
be the same the next day.” Teachers and students said without a greater degree of consistency 
and certainty, it will be hard for either of them to develop real and durable relationships and 
basic routines – which disrupts and undermines teaching and learning. 
 
2. People see declining enrollment in Youngstown’s public schools as an indictment of the 

health of the public schools.  
 

For many people, enrollment in the schools serves as barometer for the schools’ health. The 
conversation participants believed many parents are taking their children out of Youngstown 
schools because they do not see the Youngstown schools as offering adequate educational 
opportunities in comparison to suburban schools and charters. They said that increasing 
enrollment would signal that things were starting to improve within the district. This is an 
important metric for the community. 
 
 

 Trust is in short supply 
 
1. There is a deep mistrust of leaders in the community. 

 
There are few leaders in Youngstown who individuals said they trust – and fewer still in whom 
people held shared trust. Importantly, the Youngstown School Board was singled out in this 
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regard. Some residents described the board members as using their positions merely as a 
stepping stone to achieve higher office, or as a way to secure contracts for friends and 
supporters. The school board was seen as a significant barrier to change in the community. 
 
2. The school superintendent is one leader who is trusted. 

 
One of the few individual leaders people did name as trusted – and who was trusted across  
different groups in the community – is Superintendent Hathorn. Some said they believe he is 
taking steps in the right direction and that they are willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, 
knowing that his reforms will take time to bear fruit.  
 
 

 “Community responsibility” is essential  
 
To move forward people must take greater responsibility for their lives, families, children, and 
the community as a whole.  
 
As people talked about their concerns for Youngstown, they consistently returned to themes of 
individual responsibility and respect. This is not to say that people do not believe the 
institutions and systems must change; they do. But people said that the kind of community they 
want must have at its core much stronger individual actions and interactions. Right now, that is 
missing. This is a key example of where people believed the underlying conditions of 
“relationships, trust, and confidence” come into play.  
 
So, for instance, while many people outside of Youngstown might see the community solely 
through the lens of its economic challenges, in these engagement conversations, such topics 
about the economy often came up only after discussions of more basic and fundamental 
concerns about the need for individuals to take more responsibility for their own actions. Here 
are just two examples of how people talk about this: 
 
 People believed that taking responsibility means demonstrating respect for the 

neighborhood in which they live and for those around them. Vacant lots, crumbling 
sidewalks, un-mowed lawns were all seen as signs that people are not taking 
responsibility for their actions and their neighborhood. Without movement on these 
concerns, people’s sense of pride and belonging are undermined, which has implications 
for their willingness and desire to act on community concerns such as schools.  
 

 Some people talked about Youngstown kids as being disrespectful and dangerous. This 
concern related to concerns that in too many cases, parents and the community are not 
holding up their end of the bargain to raise and guide kids; too many adults are absent 
from the lives of Youngstown’s children. People said that individual adults must assume  
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much greater responsibility for instilling respect and strong values in Youngstown’s 
youth.  
 
 

 Leverage four building blocks for progress 
 

While there are very real challenges facing Youngstown, what it is clear from these engagement 
efforts is that people have not given up on the community or on their schools. Through the 
conversations, people identified at least four strong building blocks upon which future 
community efforts can be built. What’s more, these building blocks help to strengthen people’s 
confidence that progress is possible. The four are: 

 
 Residents hold a strong set of shared aspirations for the community.  
 People have faith in one another, and their ability to act.  
 People see clear signs of progress in the community which give them hope. 
 Youngstown takes real pride in the example set by Youngstown Early College and the 

Visual Performing Arts (VPA) and Science, Technology, Engineering Math (STEM) 
programs at Chaney. 

 
1. People’s shared aspirations are clear, and need to be the basis for moving ahead.  
 
We began all of our engagement efforts asking people about their aspirations for the 
community, and what we found is that people hold a clear set of shared aspirations that bind 
them together.  
 

People want Youngstown to be a safe, clean and caring community where everyone is 
respected. People want to feel connected to their neighbors and to have a sense of 
pride in Youngstown.  

 
It is worth noting that these shared aspirations are all rooted in notions of how people relate to 
one another, and how individuals take responsibility for their actions. Based on other Harwood 
work, we believe that any actions taken to strengthen expectations and student achievement 
must be rooted in these shared aspirations and that it be clear how those actions will help the 
community meet their aspirations.  

 
2. The people of Youngstown have faith in one another.  
 
While people said there are few leaders they trust in the community, they did have faith in their 
fellow citizens. People believed that residents have the potential to come together and take 
action on issues around education. Small groups of citizens, particularly those that explicitly 
demonstrate a willingness to put kids before “personal agendas,” will gain people’s trust.  
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Further evidence for the belief people have in one another comes from the Town Hall, when, 
we asked attendees what, if anything, gave them confidence in Youngstown. With near 
unanimity they said the resilience of the community and the decency of the people. These are 
powerful assets upon which to build. 
 
 
3. People see clear signs of progress in Youngstown. 
 
Even as people bemoaned the challenges that now beset Youngstown, they would identify clear 
signs of progress they saw throughout the community. Each of the examples below represents 
a clear pocket of change upon which the community can build, and around which the narrative 
in the community is starting to change.  
 
 Changes downtown are an important sign of Youngstown moving forward. Downtown 

reinvestment and development were widely noted as signs of positive change. People 
pointed to new restaurants, more “nightlife,” and the fact that more residents are 
moving into condos and lofts. 
 

 OhWow! People talked about OhWow! The Children’s Center for Science and 
Technology as a strong new anchor in downtown, and a resource for the city’s (and 
region’s) kids.    
 

 Beautification and investment in neighborhoods. In keeping with people’s desire for a 
clean community, and one that they can have real pride in, city and neighborhood 
efforts at beautification and neighborhood development were seen as steps in the right 
direction in the community. While more is needed, people saw these actions as an 
important step forward. 
 

 Community Conversations. People said the community conversations – which emerged 
from the YADC process – were yet another sign of real progress. This echoed other 
comments that reflected the power of seeing different groups in the community come 
together and work together as a sign that things were improving. Talking across 
traditional boundaries gives people in Youngstown confidence that things can improve.  

 
4. When it comes to education, people are proud of Youngstown Early College and Chaney 

VPA/STEM and the new buildings and technology 
 
When we asked people what they see as signs of progress within the city’s education system, 
nearly everyone cited the following:  
 
 Youngstown Early College – This school is a symbol, for many, of the potential of the 

city’s children. The high standards, expectations, and results achieved by the school’s 
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students are a source of great pride. Teachers and parents talk about Early College 
giving younger students something to aspire to.  
 

 Chaney VPA/STEM – Like Early College, VPA/STEM are symbols of the talents and 
potential of Youngstown students. Residents cited the quality of performances and 
artwork produced by Chaney students; others believed that focusing curriculum on 
math and science is an investment in the city’s future since they will prepare students 
for jobs in new industries. 
 

 New buildings and new technology – In addition to Early College and STEM, residents 
said that the construction of new and “beautiful” school buildings and the availability of 
cutting-edge technology were all signs of real and tangible progress within the school 
system. People were particularly eager to note that the technology in the Youngstown 
classrooms is often more up-to-date than in the suburbs. 
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People’s Context  – In People’s Words 

 
 

“There is too much flux [in schools]… too much change.  We need to know routine will 
be the same next day.”   
 
 
“We have no faith in our school board.”  
 
 
“It’s going to take time.  I like the new superintendent and his agenda.  Flipped the 
system 180.  Give it a shot.  Give him a chance.” 
 
 
“I think adults don’t set a good example in the way we behave – and then we blame 
our children for acting the way we model.”  
 
 
“I would like to live in a safe and caring community where people look after one 
another.” 
 
 
“I believe in the people of Youngstown. Youngstown has many caring people that are 
concerned about the community as a whole.” 
 
 
“I see in my fifth graders, those schools [Early College and VPA/STEM] serve as a 

motivation. They are a powerful motivation for many of the elementary children.” 
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The Road to Higher Expectations 

 
A critical component of the proposed reforms is to set higher expectations and aspirations for 
achievement and to determine the best actions that enable children to meet those standards. 
The Youngstown residents who took part in this engagement effort fundamentally agreed with 
key elements of Academic Distress Commission’s reforms – saying that setting and achieving 
high expectations is important, and that all kids – from all parts of Youngstown – are capable of 
high achievement. However, people quickly added that many students will need support to 
reach their potential. This section presents how people think and talk about their expectations 
for Youngstown schools and students – and what they believe must happen to hold higher 
expectations and achieve them.  
 
1. Expectations must be raised – but expectations are meaningless if we only talk about 

them.  
 

People said that in too many homes, neighborhoods and schools, the expectations for what 
students can achieve are simply too low. They now see high expectations as important for 
motivating students and setting the right bar. But they were quick to add that simply talking 
about higher expectations – without taking action – will undermine people’s confidence. More 
“empty talk” is the last thing Youngstown needs. Indeed, raising expectations will require action 
not just from schools, teachers, and parents, but the entire community as well.  
 
2. No matter the expectations, kids must have the right supports to have any chance of 

success.  
 
People said that to achieve high expectations, students (and often their families) need support. 
Much of this support must address the myriad challenges kids face outside the classroom – 
including basic needs such as shelter, food, and clothing. People talked about many children 
and families living in survival mode – where displacement, abuse, financial strain, trauma, and 
violence form the daily backdrop for their lives. Simply put, people believed that students can 
achieve, but only if they receive support in dealing with these challenges.  
 
 

The remainder of this section lays out the 5 Areas of Action that people believe are 
essential to move down the road to higher expectations and achievement. Without 
addressing these conditions, it is unlikely that higher expectations will be set or met.  
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 Action 1: See kids differently  
 
According to residents of Youngstown, the first order of business in seeking to raise 
expectations for kids is that the community must shift how they see kids and start to believe in 
their potential to achieve. Currently, deep negative narratives about Youngstown’s kids stand in 
the way, and they must be actively combated if progress is to be made. Without such efforts, 
higher expectations are likely to go unmet. 

 
1. There is a negative perception of Youngstown’s kids as being disrespectful and dangerous. 

Kids are well aware that they’re viewed this way.  
 
In conversations, some Youngstown residents said that Youngstown’s kids, in fact, are 
disrespectful and dangerous. They told stories of kids spitting on cars, starting fights, and 
littering. But many more people in these conversations were frustrated by the negative terms 
they heard used to describe local kids. Moreover, kids themselves were well aware of these 
stereotypes and labels, and some told us they feel like they’re all grouped together – seen as 
criminals or trouble makers. Such perceptions send signals to children that they are not worthy 
and have little potential, which undermines their own confidence and desire to achieve. One 
teacher said, when kids think of themselves as “bad” it “dismantles the child’s will to learn and 
they give up.” 
 
2. People believe the community must actively reject this negative view and start to believe 

in the potential of all children. 
 
We asked people how the community would need to see kids in order to make progress on 
higher expectations and student achievement. The words people shared paint a clear picture of 
how they believe Youngstown must see its kids: 

 
 Worthy and deserving of respect and dignity  
 Our future leaders 
 People with potential  
 Valuable, special, unique, as individuals, each has a gift 
 Human beings 

 
The alternate frame people proposed has important implications for how Youngstown’s youth 
are talked about and engaged, and the types of supports and initiatives that will enable them to 
reach their potential. Conversations and approaches must shift from being focused on deficits 
and complaints to assets and potential. 
 
3. People see many ways to shift the negative stereotype of Youngstown’s kids. 
 
Throughout the conversations, people volunteered suggestions for ways to focus on the 
abilities and achievements of youth, which included:  
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 Create opportunities for adults to talk with and interact with kids; not just talk about 
them.  

 Highlight kids who are doing good things, especially beyond just athletics. 
 Celebrate positive examples of youth from Youngstown Early College and VPA/STEM.  
 Help kids identify their gift and passion – and recognize kids as capable of achieving 

them. 
 Create places for kids to show their art work – to celebrate their gifts and talents. 

 
Many of these suggestions connect with the need to celebrate and communicate success – 
which is touched upon later in the recommendations. 

 

 Action 2 - Kids need more adults in their lives 

The community engagement conversations underscored the challenge that many parents are 
struggling to adequately support their children.  People asserted that parental responsibility is 
essential for moving ahead; but it will also take more than that – other adults in the community 
will need to be mobilized to fill gaps.   
 
1. People say parents need to hold up their end of the bargain – but many will need support 

to do so.  
 
People believed that parents need to be active, engaged, and involved with their children’s 
education, and that they need to model the value of education. But, according to these 
conversations, this is not possible for many parents right now. Many residents talk about 
parents, particularly younger parents, as not doing enough to support their kids, set a good 
example, and otherwise prepare them for success.  
 
In this regard, people were quick to point out that many parents and families in Youngstown 
face serious challenges in supporting their kids. They said many parents feel “beaten down” by 
the challenges before them and operate in a day-to-day “survival mode.” In order to raise and 
meet higher expectations, people said these parents will need help with: 

 
 Working and raising kids as a single parent 
 Domestic violence 
 Homelessness 
 Drug abuse 
 Hunger 
 Parenting skills 
 Academic skills  
 Unemployment 
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2. The community needs to step forward to fill gaps.  
 
Those we spoke with in Youngstown are clear: while parents must hold up their end of the 
bargain with their children, where they lack the support or skills to do so, the larger community 
must step forward. As one person said, “If the family cannot step up, the neighborhoods, the 
community needs to step up.” 
 
There are two main ways people believe individuals in the community can step forward: 
 
 The need for many more mentors and coaches. People said that mentors and coaches 

can help fill important gaps for children, and have a critical role to play in helping to 
reinforce the value of education. The stakeholders with whom we spoke were 
particularly clear on the need for other adults in the community to step forward in these 
roles.  
 

 The need for more adults to model positive behavior. Throughout the conversations, 
people talked about the need for more adults in the community to set a strong example 
for kids. These adults might be neighbors, shop owners, and others. Here, people talked 
less about being mentors or coaches, or other efforts that require dedicated time, but 
rather discussed how adults in their daily lives need to demonstrate and model positive 
behaviors of respect, genuine relationships, and dealing with conflict, among others. To 
do this, adults will need to be made aware of how they can contribute. This is an effort 
that local groups and organizations can undertake, rather than the schools themselves.  

 
 

 Action 3 - Set new standards for teachers 
 

People see the quality of Youngstown’s teachers as being mixed. Some teachers were described 
as dedicated, capable, and caring, while others were seen as disrespectful of parents and 
teaching down to students. Against this backdrop, we asked Youngstown residents what makes 
for a good teacher. 
 
People want three actions taken, each of which addresses the need for stronger relationships 
between teachers and students: 

 
1. Teachers need a stronger commitment to the child.  

 
People have no doubt that teachers need to know their subject area, but equally important to 
them was that teachers care about and believe in their students; that they need to be deeply 
passionate about teaching; and that they need to demonstrate affection for children. Both 
residents and teachers focused immediately on these personal, relational traits when describing 
what makes a good teacher.  
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2. Teachers need much better cultural competence.  
 
People said that teachers need to understand the culture and home situation of their students, 
and that the curriculum needs to reflect the diversity of the community. Cultural competency 
was seen as essential for being able to engage students and help them to achieve their full 
potential. 

 
3. Teachers must engage and educate students as individuals.  

 
Residents said that students have different learning styles and interests and thus need to be 
treated more individually within the classroom and in their schools. People believed that the 
focus on standardized testing has hindered teachers’ abilities to work with kids as individuals or 
to provide varied instruction. Residents said that smaller class size, or teachers’ aides, might 
make it possible for students to get more individual attention.  
 
 

It is important to note that when we talked with teachers they identified these same 
qualities as essential for being a good teacher.  

 
 

 Action 4 – Re-set community-school relationship  
 
Currently, the community-school relationship is seen as largely broken, and people believe that 
it must be re-set in order to raise expectations and student achievement.  
 
1. People see the relationship between Youngstown and the schools as negative, strained.  
 
People spoke about the connection between the Youngstown community and the schools in 
stark terms. The most common word people used to describe the relationship was “non-
existent.” People consistently talked about the schools as being “closed-off,” “cold,” and 
“unwelcoming.” Some said they felt shut out or even “locked-out.” One resident explained, 
people are “welcomed to the extent that they [the school] want you to participate.” Another 
person told us: “Look where we are. Academic emergency. That sums it up. Not good at all. We 
don’t have community involvement in the schools – parent boosters, etc. They have locked us 
out!”  
 
2. People want a genuine relationship with the schools.  
 
People hold a very clear sense of the connection they want with the schools. Simply put, they 
want a real relationship – instead of a series of transactional exchanges. People said the 
relationship must be more transparent, open, and welcoming.  
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To build the relationship people want, they see four areas where action should be taken:  
 
 Create active, transparent two-way communication. People said they want a different 

kind of communications from the schools. First, they want the schools to engage 
parents and the wider community starting early in the school year. Second, they want 
these communications to encourage parental engagement, celebrate school and 
student successes, and proactively let the community know where the school needs 
help. Third, people want the schools to communicate using a variety of means from 
social media, emails, newsletters, newspapers or mailings.  
 

 Lower barriers to engagement. Residents said that is was important that they become 
more involved with schools to help strengthen them and enable students to achieve at 
higher levels. Thus, they want more ways to truly engage with the schools, whether 
through increasing the number of PTA/PTOs, or making it easier and more welcoming to 
volunteer in the school. Several people said the presence of metal detectors and 
security guards as well as parking challenges can make schools feel cold, unwelcoming, 
dangerous, and difficult. It is worth noting that the teachers we talked with also wanted 
schools to be more open to the community to help build a stronger relationship, so 
people could see their good work and know about the successes. 
 

 Transform school board engagement with the community. People felt strongly that the 
school board is not transparent in its dealings with the community, and that there is 
little room for real engagement with the board. Moving forward, people were clear 
about what they want to see: real demonstrations of accountability to the community 
by the board. 
 

 Partner with faith groups to expand the reach of school-community communications. 
People said that the faith community should serve as an important connector between 
schools and the community. Both residents and faith leaders remarked that schools 
should leverage partnerships with churches (and others) to communicate with the wider 
community.  

 
 

 Action 5 – Leverage effective partnerships  
 
Throughout this report, partnerships between the schools and community groups have been 
identified as a pivotal means by which to set higher expectations and strengthen student 
achievement. These findings are echoed by Kronley and Associates research into school-
community partnerships – which found that there is strong belief in the need for and potential 
of partnerships. This section focuses on the importance of two particular partnerships.  
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1. In places, school partnerships are getting better —and people want this to grow.  
 
Despite the deeply strained relationship between Youngstown residents and their schools, 
people said that the schools are starting to forge better partnerships with different groups in 
the community. People observed that there seem to be more effective partnerships than in the 
past, including those with business groups. One library employee noted that in years-past, she 
called offering to partner with the schools but could not get her call returned – whereas this 
year the city schools actively reached out to her.  
 
2. People said the business community is a particularly critical partner for the schools.  
 
People consistently said schools must find a way to partner in particular with businesses and 
business leaders. They see the business community as being especially important in helping to 
create the support and conditions necessary for kids to reach high expectations.  
 
People see businesses playing two key roles: 
 
 Teaching life skills and modeling responsibility. People see school-business 

partnerships as a key way for students to develop necessary life skills that they often 
lack – such as respect, responsibility and how to carry oneself at work. People also 
suggested that through internships with businesses, students would gain greater respect 
for the community and stronger work skills to draw upon after high school.  
 

 Identifying gaps in school curricula. The business community, people said, can also help 
to identify potential gaps in the curriculum around math, science and computing so that 
the schools can better prepare students for careers and higher education after high 
school.  
 

3. Communities of faith are powerful partners, too, and should play a key role. 
 
As already noted in this report, both residents and faith leaders talked about the need for 
houses of worship to play a more vital role as a partner with the schools. People said that 
schools should work to leverage partnerships with churches to communicate with parents and 
the wider community. Others, particularly clergy, also talked about the need for churches to 
become centers of the community – finding ways to support parents, students and the schools.   
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The Road to Higher Expectations – In People’s Words 

 
 
“Raising standards is good, but if they don’t have the tools to hit those standards, 
then standards are meaningless.”  
 
 
“We are not just rude and ignorant kids!”  
 
 
“There are no children that live on my street that I would even approach to speak to 
out of fear.” 
 
 
“Parents need to be committed, no one’s gonna raise my children except me—
services need to be present to offer support with homework, technology, whatever it 
takes.” 
 
 
“Education needs to be modeled and embraced by everyone in the community.” 
 
 
“It starts with us.  People will need to step up for the parents who won’t.” 
 
 
“I see too many teachers tied to contract, rather than teaching or calling.” 
 
 
“We need to strive to understand the cultures and values of the students we teach.”  
 
 
“Communication is a high priority and it's imperative that schools communicate what 
they need.”  
 
 
“The Youngstown City Schools are a closed system…It’s not welcoming.” 
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Examining Commission Recommendations 

 
The Youngstown residents who participated in these conversations generally supported the key 
elements of Academic Distress Commission’s reforms. While people’s comments with regard to 
these reforms are addressed throughout this report, here is an overview of insights and 
themes.  

 
1. “All students are capable and will perform at high levels with sufficient supports for 

success.” 
 
People said that all kids from all parts of Youngstown are indeed capable of high achievement. 
They believe in the potential of Youngstown’s youth. But, people were quick to add that many 
students will need support to reach their potential and that much of this support must address 
the myriad challenges kids face outside the classroom. These challenges include non-academic 
areas and involve meeting basic needs like shelter, food, and clothing and a loving adult – all 
factors that are well beyond what any school can provide alone. People also talked about kids 
and families living in survival mode – where displacement, abuse, financial strain, trauma, and 
violence form the daily backdrop for students.  

 
2. Schools should set a goal of ensuring they “graduate 100% of their students college and 

career ready.”  
 

According to the conversation participants, “graduating 100% of students college and career 
ready” is a distant and lofty goal. Nearly everyone agreed with the idea of working toward this 
goal, but they said Youngstown is a very long way from reaching it. So while laudable, the goal 
was seen as unrealistic in the near term.  
 
Moreover, people stressed that it is important to recognize that college is not for everyone. It is 
critical that in setting high expectations that the district (and the larger community) not 
marginalize or stigmatize non-college career paths – and, in fact, celebrate them. Most people 
felt that changing the wording from college AND career to college OR career would make it 
more appropriate.  

 
3. “We need more individual schools and programs like Early College and STEM in 

Youngstown.” 
 

People consistently pointed, on their own, to Early College and STEM as examples of what 
works in Youngstown education. People take great pride in these schools and believe they set 
high expectations for students – and that they meet those expectations. These schools serve as 
symbols of what is possible in Youngstown, reminding people that Youngstown students can 
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achieve at high levels. These schools also stand-out because they enable students to pursue 
individual interests and skills.  
 
Still, it should be noted, some Youngstown residents are concerned that these programs may 
be less effective if they grow too large and become “watered down.” Others wonder whether 
these schools will leave behind those students who do not get in, which is an important 
concern that must be addressed by the District.  
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Examining Commission Recommendations – In People’s Words 

 
 
“The things the kids have done this year in the STEM program and performing arts 
tell me the kids can do it [achieve high expectations].” 
 
 
“We can do better and teachers need to raise those expectations.” 
 
 
“Can’t improve education unless home life issues are addressed – hunger, family 
violence, lack of parental respect for education.” 
 
 
“Career AND college ready – problem is the conjunction. Should be career OR college 
ready. One or the other is feasible and appropriate.” 
 
 
“The stigma associated with trade schools needs to be erased. College is not an 
option for a lot of students.” 
 
 
“All schools should have the expectations we have at Early College, and STEM.” 
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Recommendations 
 
 
In this section, we identify a set of actions intended to achieve three overall objectives: 
 
 Create a stronger dynamic of change in the community; 
 Deepen people’s confidence that change is possible; 
 Address the core underlying conditions of building stronger relationships, trust, and 

confidence in order to raise expectations and student achievement. 
 
Below we lay out a set of principles that we believe should guide all actions moving forward. 
These principles are based both on what we learned in Youngstown and on the Harwood 
Institute’s 25-years of experience of working in communities and seeking to foster authentic 
hope in the lives of people.  
 

 

#1: Partner with business for student placements.  
 
The business community represents a clear target for expanded partnerships.  

 
 Match kids up to their own passions and interests. This will require first helping kids 

identify their passions and interests and then to find the right match. This will be pivotal 
to motivating kids to engage and achieve.  
 

 Start small. Overly complicated and large efforts are likely to fail at first. Instead identify 
a few places where work can get started. Invest there, build momentum, and share 
results. 
 

 Focus on life skills and “work skills.” Establish clear arrangements with businesses to 
help students focus on and develop skills such as respect, responsibility, and how to 
carry oneself at work. This can help address one of the priorities cited in the Kronley 
report - focusing on helping kids to graduate “career” ready. 
 

 Create support system for students. Ensure kids can continue their development and 
growth after their placements by connecting kids with mentors, or by creating 
opportunities for students to learn from each other’s work experiences.  
 

 Expand to other sectors after success. Leverage successes with businesses to connect 
with other sectors – but only after efforts are sustainable with businesses. 
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 Identify a point person for school-community partnerships.  While the district has 
many partnerships, to move forward strategically the district needs to identify a person 
to drive school-community partnerships. This person does not necessarily need to be 
managed or employed by the district.  

 

 
#2: Mobilize adults to engage with youth. 
 
Mobilizing adults to engage with kids is important for kids and adults in the community. 
Mentoring, volunteering, coaching, and other ways of connecting with kids present ways to 
bring more adults into kids’ lives, shift the narrative about kids, and demonstrate that people 
are coming out from their homes and into the community. This goes to the heart of setting 
higher expectations, as it says that change is possible. 
 Partner with existing organizations to mobilize adults. This effort need not be another 

burden placed on the schools. Such partnerships can, and likely should, be orchestrated 
by existing community organizations and groups.  
 

 Make efforts intergenerational. Involving different generations helps to unravel the 
negative narrative, passes along key values, enables kids to gain greater connection to 
the community and its history, and is an opportunity to model responsibility.  
 

 Ensure people are working toward community aspirations and in a common direction. 
Given people’s aspirations for a clean community with a sense of pride, efforts might 
focus on cleaning the school grounds, on reducing blight in the adjacent neighborhood, 
or, to help create a more caring and connected community, students might join adults 
as they check in on elderly neighbors. The key is for efforts not simply to put adults and 
kids together – but to ensure efforts are moving the community toward achieving its 
aspirations.  
 

 Get people working, together.  It is important that people not simply be plugged into 
programs or treated as “foot soldiers” for an organization.  People want to come 
together and work with one another to act on problems.  This is essential to build 
relationships, trust, and confidence.   
 

 

#3: Focus on building a stronger school-community relationship. 
 
The relationship between Youngstown and its schools did not devolve overnight, and efforts to 
rebuild trust will take time. Indeed, no one action or single project will rebuild the relationship; 
there is no silver bullet. The key is to create a new dynamic where people can see changes in 
multiple areas and along several vectors. Here are some places to get started: 
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 Be more open – literally. Make it easier for people to come into the schools. For 
example, encourage community groups to hold meetings in the school, simplify sign-in 
forms or reserve short-term parking spaces for volunteers who are in the schools during 
the day.  
 

 Get out into the community. Look for ways for school staff, teachers, and 
administrators to engage with the broader community – not just with parents, and not 
just within the school. Staff are undoubtedly members of numerous community groups 
– encourage them to invite school leaders to meet with those groups. Getting into the 
community can be as simple as having the principal or teachers out front in the morning 
to talk with parents as they drop off their kids, or at the gates before football games and 
recitals. 
 

 Prioritize partnership follow up.  Focus on timely response to partnership requests – 
while immediate action may not be possible, strive to return calls and requests quickly. 
Even if further no partnership emerges, it helps to combat the perception of the schools 
as closed off.  
 

 Celebrate volunteers and partners. Help individuals and partners that work or 
volunteer in the school feel welcome and part of the school. Frequent volunteers could 
get a name tag or badge indicating this – so security guards, teachers and staff can 
recognize and thank them.  
 

 Early and ongoing communications. Communicate with the wider community early in 
the year –and throughout the year. Ongoing communications, particularly those that 
encourage parental engagement, celebrate school and student successes, and 
proactively let the community know where the school needs help, are essential. Use 
multiple methods to communicate including social media, emails, newsletters, 
newspapers or mailings.  
 

 

#4 Tell a different story. 
 
The stories we tell, to ourselves and one another, shape, even determine how we see 
ourselves, our community, and what’s possible. They send signals to others about the kind of 
community we believe is possible, about the actions we hold valuable. A different story must be 
told about Youngstown and its kids if there is to be progress on setting and achieving higher 
expectations. It is critical to note that this does not mean ramping up traditional “public 
relations” efforts. The community does not need to be “sold” on its students or future, it needs 
to see real examples and gain a sense of momentum that comes from people stepping forward.  
False hype and over-the-top heroes will only breed cynicism.   
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 Root communications in people’s aspirations – and not problems. Stories need to focus 
on people’s aspirations for the community and our efforts to achieve those, rather than 
reciting a litany of problems or demonizing different groups. 
 

 Help people see how efforts will help the community reach those aspirations. Give 
people a sense of coherence – connect efforts to larger aspirations, so people can see 
different pieces fit together.  
 

 Highlight youth who are doing well. People need to see examples. But beware: hype, 
spin or overly sensationalized stories will backfire. These must be authentic stories.  
 

 Start with small examples – people know that change will take time. Changing the 
narrative comes from creating a dynamic where people hear, identify and repeat small 
stories of change and hope.  
 

 Connect stories of change to progress being made in the community People see 
progress in the examples of STEM and Early College, downtown development and 
people coming together across barriers. These are key stories. People need to see 
stories of progress both in the schools and in the community. Build upon the successes 
that people already see. Help draw connections between new efforts and those in which 
people already have pride and belief. 
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A Roadmap for Success 
 
 The key is to create a sense of possibility – not guarantees or grand plans, or overblown 

expectations. People are looking for a sense that things can move forward. 
 
 “Belief” is at issue – People’s belief in the schools and in the community’s ability to get 

things done together is at stake. Thus, authenticity is a key watchword here. Hype will 
breed false hope and backfire. Merely talking about “impact” will not do, either. People 
need to see “how” schools, teachers, parents and others are coming together to make a 
difference.  

 
 Be clear on short-term vs. long-term actions. It is critical to focus on several key short 

term efforts to generate real wins, even as a longer-term agenda is pursued. It is 
essential to target enough short-term efforts that produce noticeable change, even if it is 
“small change.”  

 
 More people will step forward as they see real progress. The expectation should not be 

that the entire community is ready to engage and mobilize. Rather, from a change 
perspective, it is important to start with those individuals and groups that are ready and 
build from there. Seeing authentic signs of progress will enable others to step forward 
over time.  

 
 Change efforts cannot merely be about implementing programs and initiatives. Instead, 

they must be viewed and implemented from the perspective of a community-based 
strategy that helps to produce the underlying conditions discussed throughout this 
report – relationships, trust, and confidence – while creating new supports for children 
and their families. Programs without these conditions will fail to meet people’s core 
desires. 

 
 Actions should lead to people achieving their aspirations. A basic test for taking action is 

whether it will help people meet the aspirations they set for Youngstown. After all, it is 
not programs or initiatives people care so much about, but rather whether their lives and 
the community have certain qualities.  
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Communications and Media  

 
As indicated in our proposal to the Commission, ongoing and focused communications played a 
critical role in this community engagement effort. All communications efforts were built around 
the values that undergird this work: authenticity, accountability and transparency, which 
meant: 
 
 Throughout, we wanted to rely upon local residents and groups to be the messengers to 

spread the word about this effort and its meaning.  
 

 We looked for ways to “go beyond the usual suspects” and communicate with, engage 
with and share information with an ever-widening group of people and organizations. 

 
 We wanted to learn with the community – not simply unveil all the findings in one final 

event. This meant that as our database grew and as the effort expanded, invitations 
progressively held more information and helped bring people “up-to-speed.” Each 
communication or engagement effort was explicitly informed by and built upon those 
that went before. 
 

 We sought to set realistic expectations for the scope and potential impact of efforts. 
 
 
To meet these goals: 
 
 The Institute shared key themes and insights with our local partners to enable them to 

spread this within their network, and reflect back what we were learning. 
 

 As we engaged new people or partners we expanded our invitations and updates. This 
meant that over the course of the effort, groups as varied as the Mahoning Valley 
Organizing Collaborative, United Way of Youngstown and Mahoning Valley and the 
Public Library of Youngstown and Mahoning County, League of Women Voters and 
Raymond John Wean Foundation sent out emails to their respective databases 
highlighting events, providing information or inviting people to participate.  

 
 We encouraged partners and others to tailor messages to their networks and have 

people “pass it along.”  Rather than trying to control communications from a single 
source, we worked with partners to communicate in a way that worked for their 
network or members.  As a result, invitations and information spread organically to 
people outside our network – bringing new groups and people to events. 
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 In addition to working with local partners, we supplemented our communications effort 
with a robust media strategy – to bolster recruitment for events, provide a sense of 
momentum, demonstrate that people were stepping forward to act, and highlight the 
efforts of local partners. As a result of these efforts, stories appeared in The Vindicator 
and Tribune Chronicle as well as numerous broadcast segments on WKBN, WYTV, and 
WFMJ. 

 
A complete catalogue of these media efforts and outcomes can be found in the attached 
appendix. 
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Methodology 

 Description Materials and Training Local Partners Engagement 
Ask Youngstown 
Interviews  

(194 Interviews) 

194 “Ask Youngstown” 
interviews to surface people’s 
aspirations and build 
momentum for larger 
engagement efforts.  

Created Youngstown specific 
materials and trained 31 people to 
conduct these interviews.  

Worked with 12 local groups to 
use these questions across the 
community. We further 
leveraged these by working 
with groups to post these 
through social media.  

8 neighborhoods (Brier Hill, Northside, 

Eastside, Sharon Line, Brownlee Woods, 
Southside, Westside, Downtown/YSU) 
Churches 
Teachers 
Students 

Community 
Conversations  
 
(17 conversations, 
with 208 people) 

Using 31 Harwood-trained 
Conversation Leaders and Note 
takers, Youngstown residents 
participated in 15 90-minute 
Community Conversations  

Created Youngstown specific 
workbook/ conversation guide to 
provide everything necessary to hold 
a Community Conversation. 
Harwood staff led two half-day 
Conversation Leader and Note Taker 
trainings.  

Worked with 19 local groups to 
help host or recruit for 
conversations.  
14 groups hosted. 15 groups 
recruit for the conversations.  

8 neighborhoods (Brier Hill, Northside, 
Eastside, Sharon Line, Brownlee Woods, 
Southside, Westside, Downtown/YSU) 

Teachers 
Students (4) 
Faith groups 
3 Harwood led conversations 
(Northside, Eastside and Southside)*. 

Stakeholder 
Interviews  

(22 interviews) 

Locally trained interviewers 
engaged with 22 stakeholders 
around initial findings and 
deeper choices facing the 
community.  

Created a Youngstown-specific 
interview guide and support 
materials. Held an hour long training 
session with interviewers to prepare 
them to conduct the interviews.  

  Elected officials  

 Business leaders 

 School officials  

 Faith leaders 

 YSU 

 Non-profit leaders** 

Deeper Choice 
Conversations  

(9 conversations 
with 103 people 

9 Deeper Choice Conversations 
bringing together people from 
across Youngstown to discuss 
choices and tradeoffs facing 
residents and ways to move 
forward 

Created Youngstown specific guide 
for the Deeper Conversations and 
conducted two hour long training 
sessions for Conversation Leaders 
and Note Takers. Trainings 
supplemented with one-on-one 
support for conversation leaders  

Worked with 8 local partners 
and advertised in the 
Youngstown Vindicator, as well 
as contacting all previous 
participants in Community 
Conversations and Ask 
Youngstown. 

Conversations in 6 locations across 
the community  
3 of the conversations conducted by 
Harwood-staff, with recruited 
participants from diverse racial, 
geographic, age backgrounds 

Town Hall  
 
(137 in 
attendance) 

Community-wide event to 
share findings, gather feedback 
and discuss ways for people to 
step forward and take action. 

Created training materials and a 
conversation guide for volunteers at 
Town Hall.  

Worked with 15 local partners 
to recruit for event. Also took 
out ads in the Youngstown 
Vindicator and the Warren 
Chronicle Tribune.  

From across the community, and even 
beyond Youngstown 137 people 
attended the Town Hall. 

*Note We made several attempts to hold a Harwood-led conversation with residents on the Westside. One was cancelled due to lack of RSVPs. For a 2nd attempt, we engaged with local groups, 
churches, distributed hundreds of invitations at a local event and again no residents showed up for the conversation. To supplement we did extra Ask Youngstown conversations in this area – finding 
similar aspirations and concerns to those of other neighborhoods. 
**Despite numerous attempts to speak with union leadership from Youngstown City Schools, we were unable to conduct an interview with stakeholders there 
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Appendix 



PUBLIC RELATIONS AND 
MARKETING

Youngstown Education



MEDIA PLACEMENTS



PRINT STORY

“The purpose of these
discussions will be to
explore how people
think about various
choices and trade-offs
around education and
the community, deter-
mine under what
conditions people will
step forward to act and
uncover the conditions
in the community that
need to change in order
for people to come
together and work
toward the common
good.”

Tuesday, June 5, 2012



PRINT STORY

“Andrew Smith, physics major at Youngstown
State University, said education is important to
building culture and enriching communities. He
came to lend his voice and borrow others’
because he said he didn’t have the answers to
such a complex problem.”

Tuesday, June 6, 2012



PRINT STORY

“Residents in the city are clear
about what needs to happen to
improve the schools. The next
step is devising a plan to get
there.”

Tuesday, June 19, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“The public meeting will include discussion
from officials of the Harwood Institute for
Public Innovation about what they have
learned during the course of previous
gatherings and interviews. The officials also
will share insights gained and engage those
at the meeting in a final discussion that will
lead to a report that will be presented to the
Academic Distress Commission.”

Friday, June 15, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Among the many members of the
committee was life-long resident Jerry
Mahone. Both he and his son are graduates
of Youngstown City Schools and soon, his
grandchildren will be as well. Mahone
wanted a seat at the roundtable community
conversation to discuss how to improve the
Youngstown school system for the future.”

Tuesday, June 5, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Sears has been working with the
foundation and the Harwood Institute, a
community-advocacy group based in
Maryland, since March. The partnership has
hosted several conversations in Youngstown
to determine a better way of educating the
city’s students.”

Tuesday, June 6, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Community input and involvement are
key to Youngstown City Schools' emer-
gence from academic emergency to
academic watch, but school leaders and
community members know there's still a
long way to go to raise expectations for
education in Youngstown to higher
levels.”

Tuesday, June 18, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Part of the academic-recovery plan for the
city schools adopted by the academic
distress commission and approved by Stan
Heffner, state superintendent of public
instruction, calls for a community-
engagement process “focused on increasing
community expectations and aspirations by
all students.”

Tuesday, May 1, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Community input and involvement are key to
Youngstown City Schools' emergence from
academic emergency to academic watch, but
school leaders and community members know
there's still a long way to go to raise expectations
for education in Youngstown to higher levels.”

Tuesday, June 18, 2012



ONLINE STORY

The purpose of this event will be to share the
insights that have been gathered through
previous efforts with the entire community,
which will be included in the final report
presented to the Academic Distress Commission
to highlight the suggested ways to move forward
with improving education in Youngstown.

Tuesday, June 5, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“The Raymond John Wean Foundation
Youngstown Neighborhood Devel-
opment Corporation will host a town
hall event at 6:30 p.m. today at Stam-
baugh Auditorium to share thoughts
about recent findings concerning
education in Youngstown. Doors open
at 6 p.m.”

Tuesday, June 18, 2012



ONLINE STORY

“Over the past few weeks, you may have
observed people around Youngstown
reaching out to one another, trying to find
commonalities in their views of the public
schools, their aspirations for the Youngstown
community, and steps that could be taken to
address the problems surrounding the
education of our youth.”

Tuesday, June 17, 2012



“Topics ranged from violence and poor
parenting to curriculum and community
support.”

BROADCAST STORY

11 p.m. broadcast
Thursday, June 7, 2012



“The Harwood Institute for Public Innovation will
take this feedback and suggestions generated
during a community-wide Town Hall meeting at
Stambaugh Auditorium later this month and roll it
all into a final report for the Youngstown school’s
Academic Distress Commission.”

BROADCAST STORY

11 p.m. broadcast
Thursday, June 7, 2012



BROADCAST STORY

11 p.m. broadcast
Monday, June 18, 2012

“People have very strong
aspirations for this community,
about a community that is
respectful, that treats all kids well,
but that they don’t believe is
happening right now.”



BROADCAST STORY

6 p.m. broadcast
Monday, June 18, 2012

“The Harwood Institute for Public
Innovation was charged with providing
some information through a study here for
the Academic Distress Commission , so they
have been collecting data and asking
questions to people in the community for
several months now.”



BROADCAST STORY
“Different member of the community, the faith-
based organizations, current and former
educators and administrators all coming
together with that one goal in mind, how can
we improve education, also, how can we
improve the relationship between Youngstown
city schools and the overall community.”

6 p.m. broadcast
Monday, June 18, 2012



BROADCAST STORY
“Community input and involvement are key
to Youngstown’s city schools emergence
from academic emergency to academic
watch, but school leaders and community
members know that there is still a long way
to go.”

11 p.m. broadcast
Monday, June 18, 2012



BROADCAST STORY
“The Harwood Institute for Public
Innovation, along with the Wean
Foundation, Youngstown Foundation, and
several local organizations have spent the
past few months conducting hundreds of
interviews and community discussions.”

11 p.m. broadcast
Monday, June 18, 2012



BROADCAST STORY

During the campaign, the efforts for 
Youngstown’s public school were 

frequently discussed on the following 
radio stations:



SOCIAL MEDIA

A number of 
conversations were 
virtually held on the 

Facebook and Twitter 
accounts of the 

Youngstown 
organizations 

participating in the 
effort.



ADVERTISEMENTS



DEEPER CONVERSATIONS

Advertisement for 
Deeper Conversations

Vindicator
Monday, June 4, 2012

Tribune Chronicle
Monday, June 4, 2012



TOWN HALL

Advertisement for 
Town Hall

Vindicator
Friday, June 15, 2012

Saturday, June 16, 2012
Sunday, June 17, 2012



MARKETING 
COLLATERAL



PRE-EVENT PIECES

Bookmark
Handed out prior to the Town Hall

Flyer
Handed out prior 
to the Town Hall



EVENT HANDOUT

Bi-Fold Brochure
Handed out during Town Hall Event


