Graduate Greater Louisville:  High School Dropout Solutions Summit
Held July 30, 2008 in Louisville, Kentucky

Lessons Learned in Planning the Summit
Materials are available on www.louisvilleky.gov/OYD/dropout_summit 
Getting Organized 

· Fitting this effort into the context of existing community goals was a way to get early buy-in. 
We saw dropout solutions not as a new initiative, but as part of a larger overall strategy the community had already embraced.  Partners interested in furthering this goal were at the table early-on.
· In 2003, Louisville was the first community in 25 years to merge city and county governments.  In preparation for merger, our major local foundations joined to fund the Brookings Institution to produce a report “Beyond Merger: A Competitive Vision for the Regional City of Louisville.”  

· Following the release of that report, the Greater Louisville Project was formed to advance and track progress on a competitive on the community goals identified around three “deep drivers” – education, jobs and growth.  

· We used data to make the connection.  At the summit the Greater Louisville Project presented the “education pipeline” showing where “leaks” occurred along the path from babies born per year to school enrollment to high school completion and beyond.

· As we got started, we did not limit involvement, rather we invited anyone interested in the dropout topic to come to a first brain-storming meeting and formed committees from there.
Our first meeting was inspired by St. Louis’s “all call” meeting.  Those who came brainstormed ways to structure a summit so that it helped us move toward our goal: crafting a community plan to increase HS graduation rates.  The structure of that initial call to action is worth sharing as it was not the typical “come plan an event” first meeting.  The full agenda is available on the website.  Below is a brief version:
· Prior to introductions, we covered our preliminary plans to hold a summit to prioritize options to pursue and craft the outline of a community-wide plan.
· Activity 1:  What barriers do you see for young people who drop out?  Why do these kids drop out?  We spent 2 minutes individually thinking about these two questions, then during report out, each person introduced himself.  Continued charting all ideas. 

· Activity 2:  What opportunities exist to help reverse this trend?  What services would you like the schools to offer?  What services would you like to see NPO’s offer? Are there legislative issues that need to be dealt with?  What about parents?   How can we extend services or reconfigure resources to keep kids in school?  We asked participants to consider weaknesses in the present system, along with strengths/ opportunities/ trends, and think about how to improve services.  Participants walked around the room in small groups adding ideas to topic sheets.  The topics corresponded to what later became our committee structure (see #1 under “Building Knowledge” for committee structure).

· Activity 3:  We looked the charted ideas and applied criteria set out by America’s Promise – are these actionable?  Do they address weaknesses?  Will they gain public support?  The idea was for this group to look ahead at what we want to come out of the summit.  How do we structure the event to get the outcome we want:  Actionable steps that address weakness and garner public support?  And, do they include solutions for worst schools … and provide more wraparound supports to the young people who need them most.
· The work naturally fell into two areas: reform/change topics and conducting support work to inform the topic areas or plan for the summit.

· Reform or change topics, which we soon started calling “Working Tracks” looked at best practices, data specific to the topic, existing efforts, and finally proposed “emerging recommendations” to present at the summit.  Prior to the summit, these were four working committees.  Work during the summit occurred in four breakout groups.  Each suggested and prioritized recommendations to be incorporated in a Community Action Plan.  The tracks were:

· Multiple pathways/high school innovation
· Student supports
· Policy barriers to graduation
· Life readiness and education beyond high school

· Supporting committees

· Data

· Youth voice

· Parent voice

· Summit logistics


· We started a website in the first few months of planning.  This made it easy to share materials, studies and reports that would inform the work of the committees. We also posted times and date of committee meetings under each committee’s section on the site.

· We asked Kentucky Youth Advocates to present the data portion of the summit.  We did this through a “press voting system” the school system owns.  Each summit participant received a handheld device when they signed in the day of the summit, then public schools staff showed multiple choice questions on a large screen.  Participants were asked to choose from four multiple choice answers.  The handheld vote was tallied and shown on the screen.  It was interesting to see that most of those professionals did not have the correct answer to the data questions.  KYA is the non-profit organization that gathers data for the Casey Foundation publication Kids Count.  KYA also provided ethnographers for each working track and are to publish "Proceedings" of the summit.
Building Knowledge

· We organized our website to mirror the committee structure.  As committee members ran across relevant data, interesting studies or articles that informed our work, we posted the items to the website.  This website became the repository for information about the summit, resources we discovered as we researched topics, and data items and sources.  The site also listed meeting dates and times.


· It was important to get a handle on our data.  One of the most active committees was the one that looked at data – all sorts of data!  We needed to understand what the numbers were and where they were coming from.  The data page on the website served as a valuable, accessible repository.


· We made a concerted effort to “hear the voices” of all the groups involved.  

· Youth Voice – the work of this committee included contracting with a researcher to, along with committee members, interview and survey nearly 300 young people, ages 14 to 24 years.  These youngsters completed on-line surveys and shared thoughts and talked about their experiences in school in focus groups.  Results were shared in a piece handed out at the summit called “Youth Voice, Louisville’s Young People Speak Out on Their Experiences in School.”  This powerful piece coalesced around five themes:
· Large and impersonal schools – 43% of young people who dropped out said they did so in part because “no one encouraged me to stay.”

· Academic relevance and rigor – “If you aren’t getting it, you need someone who will help you out.  Schools just pas you to get you out of there.”

· Adult and community support – “What would have helped me succeed, would have been a positive role model that was willing to encourage me everyday.”

· School environment – “One high school had a better environment because the teachers cared and told you it mattered whether you cared.”

· Optimism and ownership– “It’s 90% the student and 10% the school.  It’s up to the student to learn.”
· Parent Voice – the Annie E. Casey Foundation, as a pilot to determine how to work with other summit teams, held a five-hour consultative session with representatives from parent-serving organizations.  Notes from the “Parent Engagement in School Dropout Prevention: A Consultative Session” are on the website.  This write-up includes questions asked and the agenda laying out the structure of the session.
Identifying Solutions


· Our four working committees were the groups that researched best practices and identified emerging recommendations or solutions.  These were: Multiple pathways/high school innovation; Student supports; Policy barriers to graduation; and Life readiness and education beyond high school.

· Prior to the summit, the four committees planning the summit's working tracks recommended several "emerging recommendations" to put forth the day of the summit.

· Summit registrants, as they registered on-line, were asked to identify the working track they wished to participate in the day of the summit. 

· The day of the summit, more than 400 participants divided into working groups or "working tracks" to discuss the issues in each area, hear possible solutions (these were the emerging recommendations), propose other options, and finally prioritize responses for the action plan that would result from the summit.
· Following the summit, the committees worked with the ethnographers who participated in the summit tracks to fine-tune prioritized recommendations that will be used as the basis for next steps for the Action Plan.
Building Public Will


· When we formed committees, we recruited co-chairs – one person from our public school system and one from a community organization or local government.  This was a way to balance committee membership and share the responsibilities and concerns across the sectors.  Early on, we realized that solutions to the dropout issues needed to involve the whole community, not just the public schools.  With a single large urban school district (with 98,000) students we were spared the challenges other communities face with fragmented districts.
· The day of the summit, the Superintendent, with the Mayor’s full support, announced two goals to reach within 10 years.  
· Goal 1:  When looking at graduation rates, Louisville Metro will move from the middle to the top tier among 15 competitive cities in the next 10 years.  (Currently, Louisville Metro is in the middle of the group of Greater Louisville Education Project comparative cities when comparing graduation rates.) 

· Goal 2:  Louisville Metro will cut its dropout rate in half in the next 10 years.   

· We are in the process of writing three documents to convey summit results in ways that will meet the needs of each audience that reads them.
· The “Proceedings from the Graduate Greater Louisville: High School Dropout Solutions Summit” will include all information gathered at the summit and will list all the recommendations.

· A high level executive summary will be suitable for news articles or for sharing with community groups such as the Rotary Club.

· An Action Plan will be developed within six months of the summit and will guide the work of the task force and committees implementing the plan.
Compiled August 22, 2008

Work on the summit recommendations and action plan is still in progress.
