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Executive Summary

American schoolchildren face alarming
inequities in educational opportunities.
While the public schools attended by some
U.S. students are among the best in the
world, other children are cast off into unsafe,
unsupportive, unchallenging and under-
resourced schools where their chances of
academic success are minimal. These
inequities are tied powerfully to parental
wealth, education, ethnicity and race, and
they persevere from generation to generation. 

Across districts large and small, rural and
urban, low-income students – and students of
color in particular – are outperformed on
average by their higher-income white coun-
terparts on all measures of academic
achievement. Marginalized communities –
primarily children in low-wealth families and
children of color, but also English language
learners, gay and gender-nonconforming
youth, students with disabilities, immigrant
youth and females in male-dominated fields
– consistently experience public education in
profoundly less positive ways than their
more-advantaged peers. As a result, they face
a greater likelihood of not graduating from
high school, lower college attendance and
completion rates, and decreased economic
potential following school. 

If these patterns of unequal opportunities
and outcomes are to change in a dramatic
way, there must be changes to the founda-
tional inequalities, because differences in
educational access and student outcomes are
systemic problems and will continue until the
system itself is improved. This report exam-
ines those systemic issues and considers the
implications for effective education grant-
making. In particular, we focus on the impor-
tance of addressing inequalities in policy-
making access and power through targeted
funding decisions. Grantmakers have poured

billions in recent years into grants for educa-
tion, yet improvements at the systemic level
are elusive at best. This report offers specific,
intentional practices that grantmakers can
adopt to help reform and improve our
nation’s education system.

In 2009, NCRP challenged grantmakers to
provide at least 50 percent of their grant dol-
lars to benefit marginalized groups and to
provide at least 25 percent of their grant dol-
lars for “advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement to promote equity, opportunity
and justice.” Those two benchmarks provide
a foundational touchstone for this new
report. New analyses of education grant data
suggests that of 672 foundations included in
the sample, only 11 percent devoted at least
half of their education grant dollars to mar-
ginalized communities and only 2 percent
devoted at least one-quarter of their educa-
tion grant dollars for systemic change and
social justice. This suggests that many foun-
dations seeking to improve education may
not be as strategic in their grantmaking as
they intend.

The key contention in this report is that
grantmakers in education will have the most
success in advancing equity and access if
they focus a great deal of attention and
funding on marginalized populations and if
they do so by addressing systemic inequality.
This need not entail a wholesale devotion of
resources to those singular goals; education
grantmaking also can be extremely effective
when focused on other pressing needs and
worthwhile projects. But this report explores
the tensions and tradeoffs, concluding that a
far greater focus on marginalized populations
and systemic inequality would be beneficial. 

First, this report examines the tension
between advancing overall change aimed at
improving schooling versus targeted change
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aimed at marginalized groups. We contend
that most education-related grants, even if
motivated by general objectives of higher-
quality schooling, can be structured to pro-
vide substantial benefits for marginalized
groups and, as such, we advocate “targeted
universalism.” The key is for grantmakers to
focus conscientiously on the needs of mar-
ginalized students, in ways that can benefit
education generally and the population of
students at large. Without such targeting, the
services and systems-change efforts funded
by foundations are not likely to successfully
address the needs of marginalized students.

Second, we examine the tension between
addressing immediate needs versus address-
ing long-term effectiveness. We argue that a
given grant can advance needs of both types.

However, because policymaking takes place
within a context that makes some policy
options more feasible than others, it is critical
to shift this context so that the political voice
of marginalized communities is strengthened
and the intergenerational reproduction of
inequality diminished. Merely providing
assistance to address unmet needs in educa-
tion does little or nothing to change the cycle
of inequity. Such assistance addresses only
the cycle’s damage – its harmful byproducts.
As such, breaking the cycle of systemic
inequality is absolutely necessary to avoid
intergenerational inequities. Another main
contention of this report, then, is that by
investing in advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement, grantmakers seeking to improve
education can assist in addressing power
imbalances and participatory inequities and,
ultimately, can help break this cycle. By
investing in such advocacy-related activities,
philanthropists receive a return on their
investment of a magnitude that would be
impossible if the spending had only immedi-
ate, direct beneficiaries.

The advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement necessary to accomplish this can
and should take a wide variety of forms. But
ultimately a foundation advances these goals
best when it works collaboratively with a
marginalized community. Those most affected
by the problem should be decision-makers
spearheading the change, and meaningful
community involvement adds weight to the
foundation’s efforts.

NCRP encourages every education funder
to have probing conversations about the
ideas raised in this report. We especially
encourage you to consider your foundation’s
current allocation of grant dollars, and how
investments in marginalized communities
and advocacy-related efforts might help bet-
ter achieve your goals. Were American
schooling inequalities and their repercussions
less stark, the rationale for taking on these
challenging projects would be weaker. But
ultimately, this report follows the compelling
logic that philanthropic ambitions should
match needs, and in education those needs
are systemic, vast and stubborn.
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I. Introduction

American schoolchildren face alarming
inequities in educational opportunities. While
the public schools attended by some U.S. stu-
dents are among the best in the world, other
children are cast off into unsafe, unsupport-
ive, unchallenging and under-resourced
schools where their chances of academic suc-
cess are minimal. These inequities have not
arisen randomly or by happenstance. They are
tied powerfully to parental wealth, education,
ethnicity and race, and they persevere from
generation to generation. In short, differences
in educational access, quality of instruction
and student outcomes are systemic problems;
they will continue until the systemic inequali-
ties themselves are addressed. This report
examines those systemic issues and considers
the implications for effective grantmaking for
education, from early learning through post-
secondary. It asks grantmakers to step back
and reconsider how their goals interact with
policies and how they might directly engage
with broad policy issues. In particular, the
report focuses on the importance of address-
ing inequalities in political access and
power1 – differences that play out in policies
and opportunities that too often exacerbate
existing inequalities and neglect the needs of
marginalized children (please see this
report’s definition of “marginalized” children
in the endnote).2

The report begins with an overview of the
current distribution of opportunities and
resources in education. The inequities and
needs are stark, and their effects on students
and society are devastating. The potential of
marginalized children often is unrealized,
and their dreams are thwarted. Beyond these
dire practical consequences for society and
the economy,3 such inequities stand in
painful conflict with American ideals of fair-
ness and opportunity.4

Grantmakers can play – and do play – a
variety of roles in responding to this crisis.
They can provide resources to individual stu-
dents, such as the most disadvantaged or
highest-potential needy students. They also
can provide resources to educators who have
shown potential to create better opportunities
for marginalized populations. They can fund
research institutes to identify programs that
work and then disseminate that information
widely in the education and policy communi-
ty. They can back evaluations that help to pro-
vide necessary feedback and knowledge. They
can invest in developing new curriculum or
out-of-school enrichment programs, and they
can assist in developing technical, curricular
or instructional advancements in the provision
of education. They can help educators and
families understand data, and they can work
to improve accountability reports or teacher
education and professional development.

While each role may illuminate inequali-
ties and their causes and even may provide
desperately needed resources to address the
symptoms of those inequalities, these
approaches largely leave the inequalities in
place. That is, even after grantmaking has
been successful in its immediate goals, future
decision-makers faced with allocation of
funding and opportunities will, as a rule,
make decisions within a political context that
continues to disadvantage the same marginal-
ized persons and groups. Grantmakers
accordingly will be called upon to again play
the charitable role of plugging some of the
holes. Only if the political context5 is shifted
in ways that can be sustained will the next set
of allocations be substantially more equitable.

The key contention in this report, then, is
that grantmakers in education will have the
most success in advancing equity and access
if they focus a great deal of attention and
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funding on marginalized populations and if
they do so by addressing systemic inequality.
This need not entail a wholesale devotion of
resources to those singular goals; education
grantmaking can also be extremely effective
when focused on other pressing needs and
worthwhile projects. But this report explores
the tensions and tradeoffs, concluding that a
far greater focus on marginalized populations
and systemic inequality would be beneficial. 

In particular, recognizing the tradeoffs
inherent in shifting resources from one
approach to another, the report first examines
the tension between advancing overall change
aimed at improving schooling versus targeted
change aimed at helping marginalized groups.
Second, it examines the tension between
addressing immediate, often pressing needs
versus addressing long-term effectiveness. That
is, for funding targeted to benefit marginalized
groups, it considers the continuum of grant-
making strategies from, on one hand, funding
services for marginalized children to, on the
other hand, investment in advocacy, organiz-
ing and civic engagement to promote equity,
opportunity and justice.6 In exploring this ten-

sion, however, no claim is made that these are
the only two grantmaking options, nor is there
a claim that the two approaches cannot be
combined effectively. In fact, all these choices
exist in shades of gray. And as illustrated with
exemplars throughout, effective grantmaking
can advance multiple goals, helping a founda-
tion advance its own mission and boosting its
impact through deliberative adoption of these
strategies.

The approaches to giving recommended
here present only one valuable type of phi-
lanthropy. What sets these approaches apart
and makes them worthy of the attention
given here is that they are the ones with the
largest potential impact. Moreover, as
detailed later in this report, they address
needs that are far from being met fully by
current foundation investments. This report,
then, is offered as its own form of advocacy –
as a reasoned call for grantmakers to consid-
er judiciously whether their overarching goals
might be advanced by a shift toward the sup-
port of advocacy, organizing and civic
engagement for the benefit of marginalized
communities.
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Schools should serve as the “great equalizer
of the conditions of men [and] the balance
wheel of the social machinery,” according to
Horace Mann – the “father of American pub-
lic education.”7 Similarly, Jefferson contended
that successful self-government depends on
an educated citizenry.8 In truth, Americans
expect this and much more from public
schools. These schools are intended to assist
society and to serve individuals. We want
them to further democracy as well as the
economy. We ask them to pursue equity, lib-
erty and excellence. Our cherished myths tell
us that schools function as a meritocracy and
also that they function to provide universal
opportunities. These various conceptions lead
to a broad set of goals.9

Education grantmaking may be designed
to advance any of these purposes, as well as
others. But the guiding vision of this report
and of NCRP impels giving that places
opportunity and equity in the forefront: “Our
vision is that philanthropy contributes in
meaningful ways to the creation of a fair, just
and democratic society. It does so by serving
the public good, not private interests, and by
employing grantmaking practices that help
nonprofits achieve their missions most effec-
tively. Philanthropy, at its best, also strength-
ens democracy by responding to the needs of
those with the least wealth, opportunity and
power.”10

Unfortunately, American schools have fall-
en short of the ideals articulated by Mann
and Jefferson, failing to provide equal oppor-
tunities for children in each new generation.
In fact, economic and social inequalities tend
to be reproduced, generation after genera-
tion.11 Although these divisions go beyond
race, the gaps between black and white fami-
lies are particularly well documented. In its
2010 report, The Black-White Achievement

Gap: When Progress Stopped, the
Educational Testing Service (ETS) explained:

[T]he data show that many Black people
have been stuck in neighborhoods
deprived of social and economic capital
for several generations. Although only 5
percent of White children born between
1955 and 1970 grew up in high-disadvan-
tage neighborhoods, 84 percent of Black
children did so. There was very little
change for children born between 1985
and 2000. Also, four out of five Black chil-
dren who started in the top three income
quintiles experienced downward mobility,
compared with two out of five White chil-
dren. … [T]hree out of five White children
who started in the bottom two quintiles
experienced upward mobility, versus just
one out of four Black children. In such cir-
cumstances, any generational improve-
ment becomes a huge challenge.12

A child’s academic success is strongly pre-
dicted by the income, wealth and education-
al level of his or her parents.13 Although this
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economic reproduction should not be sim-
plistically blamed on schooling inequalities –
there are, after all, many other sources of dis-
advantage14 – the very least that should be
said is that overall, and despite some notable
exceptions, schools have not been sufficient
to overcome those other disadvantages.15

And the harshest condemnation (which sadly
finds a great deal of empirical support) is that
schools themselves have contributed to inter-
generational inequalities.16 A recent
Brookings Institution report states that at “vir-
tually every level, education in America
tends to perpetuate rather than compensate
for existing inequalities. … [R]esources
devoted to education are closely linked with
where people live and with the property
wealth of their neighbors. For this and other
reasons, poor children tend to go to poor
schools and more advantaged children to
good schools.”17

An August 4, 2010 New York Times
article18 discusses these inequalities through
the eyes of a student at Hunter College High
School, a New York City public school for the
intellectually gifted. Hunter has educated
many prominent Americans, including
Supreme Court Justice Elena Kagan. In a
graduation speech last spring, an 18-year-old
black and Hispanic student named Justin
Hudson shocked his classmates and many in
the audience with a candid graduation
speech about educational inequity that hit
close to home:

He opened his remarks by praising the
school and explaining how appreciative he
was to have made it to that moment. …

[Then he said,] “More than anything else, I
feel guilty … I don’t deserve any of this.
And neither do you.” They had been
labeled “gifted,” he told them, based on a
test they passed “due to luck and circum-
stance.” Beneficiaries of advantages, they
were disproportionately from middle-class
Asian and white neighborhoods known for
good schools and the prevalence of tutor-
ing. “If you truly believe that the demo-
graphics of Hunter represent the distribu-
tion of intelligence in this city,” he said,
“then you must believe that the Upper
West Side, Bayside and Flushing are intrin-
sically more intelligent than the South
Bronx, Bedford-Stuyvesant and Washington
Heights. And I refuse to accept that.”

Hudson spoke largely in response to the
overwhelmingly affluent and white composi-
tion of Hunter College High and the marked
decrease in the enrollment of Latino and
African American students in the past 15
years.19

Such stories of educational inequalities –
and the cruel realities they create for young
people in America could in fact be written
every day. It has now been two decades since
Jonathan Kozol poignantly described substan-
dard facilities and poor educational opportu-
nities for communities of marginalized stu-
dents living in economically depressed neigh-
borhoods: raw sewage periodically over-
flowed into the buildings attended by small
children, causing schools to be closed and
children to miss perhaps the only opportunity
for healthy meals in a given day. Less dramati-
cally, although likely as important, Kozol
chronicled overcrowded classrooms, vio-
lence, inadequate and under-resourced sports
facilities, and extraordinary dropout rates.
Over the ensuing 20 years, some communi-
ties have seen investment and improvement;
others have seen further decline.20 Kozol’s
“savage inequalities” remain pervasive.

According to a 2003 WestEd report,
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Many city schools have make-shift ventilation systems and
air conditioning units. Many windows are broken or do
not open. Also, faulty heating systems in schools make
some classrooms too hot while others are too cold. Photo
courtesy of ACLU of Maryland Foundation.

        



although public school funding in America
comes from a combination of federal, state
and local sources, nearly half of education
costs are provided by local property taxes –
an approach that often puts property-poor dis-
tricts at a considerable disadvantage, with
some of America’s wealthiest students attend-
ing schools with funding in excess of $15,000
per student per year, while other districts must
survive on less than $4,000 in per-student
funding annually.21 Further, students within
marginalized communities are consistently
provided fewer educational opportunities –
from preschool to enrichment programs –
than their more advantaged peers.22

Although resource limitations certainly
come into play for almost all educational
needs, these inequities go beyond dollars and
cents. As Linda Darling-Hammond conclud-
ed recently after reviewing analyses of data
prepared for school finance cases across the
country, “On every tangible measure – from
qualified teachers and class sizes to text-
books, computers, facilities and curriculum
offerings – schools serving large numbers of
students of color have significantly fewer
resources than schools serving mostly White
students.”23 Furthermore, in the last two
decades students of color have become
increasingly segregated into schools with
high-poverty and high percentages of ethnic
and racial minorities, a phenomenon that
exacerbates many of these inequalities.24

Teacher quality issues also are particularly
well-documented and crucial to student suc-
cess.25 Recent attention has been focused in
particular on collective bargaining agreement
provisions in some districts that have the
potential to undermine individual teacher
creativity and initiative, district policies that
allow for forced placements at new schools

of teachers who were not effective in their
prior placements, and the ineffective evalua-
tions and management on the part of school
and district leaders. Longstanding attention
also has been focused on resource inequali-
ties and on structural incentives that encour-
age movement of the most experienced and
successful teachers away from schools in the
most marginalized communities. Key dispari-
ties arise at almost every key point in the
process: hiring, professional development
and induction, retention and tenure policies,
turnover, supervision and evaluation. At each
point, schools serving marginalized commu-
nities are at a disadvantage. And at each
point, these schools tend to incur additional
costs associated with hiring and developing
new teachers. This makes it even harder to
provide the working conditions and support
that might improve teacher quality.

The net effect of these unequal opportuni-
ties and resources are devastatingly unequal
outcomes – often resulting in lost potential
and unfair life chances. The so-called
“achievement gap” that follows from the
opportunity gap has become one of the most
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well-documented phenomena in education.
In a 2009 report from the National Center for
Education Statistics,26 detailing findings from
the nationally administered National
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP),
white students outperformed black students,
on average, on all assessments.27 These differ-
ences are statistically significant; in contrast,
there are no statistically significant changes in
the gaps between white and black students as
compared to the last NAEP administration in
1999. Similar gaps are seen between low-
income and other students. These patterns are
seen throughout the country in districts large
and small, rural and urban, heterogeneous
and largely homogeneous. Across these con-
texts, low-income students and students of
color in particular are outperformed on aver-
age by their higher-income white counterparts
on all measures of academic achievement,
including GPA; standardized tests at the local,
state and national levels; and college admis-
sion examinations (SAT and ACT).28

Achievement gaps like these ultimately
turn into large gaps in graduation rates, with
disproportionate numbers of students from
marginalized communities who do not com-
plete high school and receive their
diplomas.29 A 2009 report from the Center
for Labor Market Studies paints a bleak
national picture of America’s “dropout crisis,”
which disproportionately affects men, blacks
and Hispanics.30 This inequality continues
into college acceptance and completion
rates, with people from marginalized com-
munities – both low-income students31 and
students of color32 – disproportionately not
finishing a two-year or four-year college
degree, or not attending college at all.
Ultimately, these “gaps” lead to employment
and wage differences33 as well as intergener-

ational patterns of poverty.34

A 2007 ETS report suggests that the econom-
ic inequalities linked to skill and opportunity
gaps may worsen with time and that the impact
of increasing inequalities and the persistence of
skill and opportunity gaps are destructive to
society at large. Only with a significant commit-
ment to change can these patterns be reversed:
“a looming question is whether we will contin-
ue to grow apart or, as a nation, we will invest
in policies that will help us to grow together.”35

If grantmakers and others do not act to mitigate
disparities now, the consequences will be felt
for many decades to come.

These inequalities have accumulated over
the nation’s history and have prompted edu-
cation expert Gloria Ladson-Billings to advo-
cate for redefining the achievement gap as an
education debt owed to communities that
endured these hardships: “When we think of
what we are combating as an achievement
gap, we implicitly place the onus for closing
that gap on the students, their families and
their individual teachers and schools. But the
notion of education debt requires us to think
about how all of us, as members of a demo-
cratic society, are implicated in creating these
achievement disparities.”36

This reconceptualization of the achieve-
ment gap as a debt our entire society owes to
young children reinforces the NCRP con-
tention that education grantmaking can be
most productive when it prioritizes both mar-
ginalized communities and advocacy efforts.
This is not about temporary solutions or repa-
rations; it’s about long-term effectiveness and
impact. If these patterns of lesser opportuni-
ties and outcomes for students within margin-
alized communities are to change in a dra-
matic way, there must also be changes to the
foundational systemic inequalities.37
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Given the great needs of marginalized
school-age populations, grantmakers can
have an important and positive impact by
heeding NCRP’s call to designate at least 50
percent of grant dollars to benefit such
groups. Moreover, as described below, most
education-related grants, even if motivated by
general objectives of higher-quality schooling
(what might be called “universalist” pro-
grams), can be structured to provide substan-
tial benefits for marginalized groups. 

As a rule, both targeted and universal
grantmaking would see greater impact if pur-
sued with an eye toward the twin goals of
excellence and equity. Under this approach,
grants targeted toward marginalized popula-
tions would be made in a way that disrupts
patterns of inequality, benefiting concretely
the most vulnerable while also impacting and
improving broad educational practice.
Correspondingly, grants intended to improve
schooling broadly would be made in a way
that ensures that the improvements actually
reach marginalized groups without being
watered down or co-opted. Grantmakers also
will be most effective if funded projects prior-
itize increased agency within marginalized
communities, so that community members
themselves can adopt, adapt and employ
effective approaches.

Thus, this report advocates “targeted uni-
versalism,”38 as articulated by john a. powell
and others concerned with persistent school-
ing disparities. The key is for grantmakers to
focus conscientiously on the needs of mar-
ginalized students; otherwise the most diffi-
cult challenges of the equity mission will
likely be diverted or abandoned.39 As
explained by NCRP: 

Several studies of seemingly neutral uni-
versalist programs conclude that without

an explicit recognition of barriers to
equality in grantmaking, such initiatives
can serve to reify deeply entrenched struc-
tures of privilege and hierarchy, no matter
how well-intentioned. Universalist pro-
grams can and do result in gains for tar-
geted beneficiaries; but the unconscious
reifying of existing racialized structures
that lead to disparate outcomes are a
cause for concern. [Grantmakers who pre-
sume] systemic neutrality would achieve
their objectives more effectively if they
respond to who benefits and apply “target-
ed universalism,” an approach that is tar-
geted to benefit the most marginal, but
benefits all in the long run.40

As one philanthropy veteran told the
authors of this report, “I’ve seen grantmakers
apply the concept of targeted universalism
especially usefully by paying attention to the
development (or life cycle) of a promising
grantee organization and finding the right
moment to urge that organization to take on
a challenge associated with serving the hard-
est-to-serve kids. This stretches the organiza-
tion, helps it learn and generates lessons that
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III. In Pursuit of Excellence and Equity

        



influence all its work – and often the larger
school system.” 

Indeed, the best educational practices for
the most marginalized students are often also
the best practices for most other groups.
While a tide that lifts only those boats not
leaking leaves behind those who will sink to
the ocean floor, a rising tide that successfully
lifts the most vulnerable can indeed lift all
boats. A grantmaker investing in improved
science instruction, for example, would apply
this approach and target its efforts towards
marginalized schools and communities, but
lessons learned may – in addition to provid-
ing understanding of the educational needs
of those specific communities – have broad
application, helping students in more advan-
taged communities as well.

An example is provided by the Posse
Foundation, which has three goals: “To
expand the pool from which top colleges and
universities can recruit outstanding young
leaders from diverse backgrounds;” “to help
these institutions build more interactive cam-
pus environments so that they can be more
welcoming for people from all backgrounds;”
and “to ensure that Posse Scholars persist in
their academic studies and graduate, so they
can take on leadership positions in the work-
force.”43 In targeting their efforts at marginal-
ized communities, Posse is able to create real
opportunities for disadvantaged students.
However, the foundation also works with
institutions to help bring beneficial change to
all students. For example, the foundation
facilitates “an annual weekend-long PossePlus
Retreat attended by members of the larger stu-
dent body, faculty and administration, with
the goal of discussing an important campus
issue identified by Posse Scholars.”44

Several projects that focus on teacher and
administrator quality also practice the ideals
of targeted universalism. The New Teacher
Center,45 The New Teacher Project46 and
New Leaders for New Schools47 all receive a
great deal of foundation support and focus
on the placement and/or assistance of
teacher and principal candidates in high-
need schools, while also maintaining a com-
mitment to strengthening the larger organiza-
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Marginalized Groups and
Evaluations

Best practice suggests that grants in substantial
amounts be accompanied by an external evalua-
tion.41 But too often evaluations broadly considering
outcomes (or processes) fail to disentangle the overall
effects of a grant from the disaggregated effects on
students in unequal circumstances and contexts.  For
instance, an after-school program may do an excel-
lent job serving boys, while girls find it uninviting. A
new science curriculum may resonate with English
language learners, but its positive effects may be
washed out in aggregated data if native English
speakers are not benefited.

In contrast, when an evaluation does pay particu-
lar attention to the grant’s impact on marginalized
groups , the funder can learn whether and how to
invest in the future. In addition, these equity-focused
evaluation elements help grant recipients understand
from the outset the equity-focused priorities of the
grantmaker. Accordingly, grantmakers may see more
positive results if evaluations are structured to consid-
er specifically the effects of the program or interven-
tion on marginalized groups.

For example, MDRC’s evaluation of Career
Academies42 found that although there were only
modest reductions in dropout rates, increases in
attendance and course-taking, and relatively small
labor market impacts, a slightly different picture
emerged when the data were disaggregated by gender
and drop-out risk. “[T]hroughout the eight-year post-
high school follow-up period, the high-risk subgroup
experienced the most consistent and positive impacts
on labor market outcomes. All of this occurred with-
out a systematic decline in access to postsecondary
education opportunities for the low-, medium-, or
high-risk students.” By attending to the specific effects
of Career Academies on vulnerable groups – instead
of focusing only on the aggregate effects for the entire
population – MDRC was able to conclude that
“Career Academies can make special efforts to serve
students who are at risk of dropping out of high
school without compromising their capacity to pro-
vide college access opportunities, as well as labor
market impacts, for all students.” 

        



tion of education and influencing practices in
entire school systems.

The Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ)
in New York City provides another excellent
example of an organizing and advocacy
coalition that began with a concern about
one population of students identified as par-
ticularly vulnerable – in this case, low-income
children of color – and undertook a campaign
that resulted in positive change for all stu-
dents. In one particularly compelling effort,
CEJ built a constituency of predominately
low-income parents of color in Brooklyn
neighborhoods, who worked with researchers
to identify significant educational problems in
their community. These parents felt that mid-
dle school was a particularly vulnerable peri-
od in education – one that many felt had
been critical to their own school success or
lack thereof. As such, they undertook research
on educational practices and conducted
observations in schools – in conjunction with
staff from the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform at Brown University – to determine
what works for middle school students and to
identify practices relevant to the problems
they saw in their schools and communities.

These concerns grew into a city-wide
campaign, which led to “the establishment of
a Department of Education Middle School
Success incentive grant fund of almost $30
million to support comprehensive reform in
low performing middle grade schools.”48 The
grant support provided by dozens of grant-
makers to the CEJ and its members embodies
the ideal of targeted universalism. The grants
were designed specifically to target the needs
of a vulnerable community, but they also
sought to improve the educational experi-
ences and opportunities of all students. In a
New York City Department of Education press

release following the announcement of the
follow-up support, CEJ parent leader Carol
Boyd explained that “[t]oday is a prime
example of what can happen when the DOE
and parents work in concert on behalf of the
biggest stakeholders, the school children of
New York City. ... CEJ has worked tirelessly to
ensure that one day all of our children will
have equal educational access and opportu-
nity for success regardless of neighborhood,
economic status, or language of origin. These
grants are one small step in that direction.”49

CEJ also continued its commitment to the
marginalized populations that inspired the
grants. Within neighborhood middle schools
in the Bronx and Brooklyn, parents and
organizers from CEJ member organizations
assisted the community in developing grant
applications, and several of these schools in
the Bronx and Brooklyn were awarded
grants. CEJ also serves as a particularly com-
pelling example because it effectively utilized
community building and organizing to
strengthen the voices of those within the mar-
ginalized community, rather than simply
funding advocates from outside. 

Indeed, the best educational practices for the most marginalized students often

are also the best practices for most other groups. While a tide that lifts only those 

boats not leaking leaves behind those who will sink to the ocean floor, a rising tide

that successfully lifts the most vulnerable can indeed lift all boats. 
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Shifting the Policy Context: 
Advocacy, Organizing and Civic Engagement 

The advocacy-related grantmaking recommended in this report prioritizes efforts to promote
systemic reform of public school systems through various approaches for overcoming structural
barriers to equitable access and opportunity. This may encompass conventional campaigns,
legal approaches and policy analyses, as well as community organizing and civic engagement
activities. What all these approaches have in common is their potential to shift the policymak-
ing context toward decisions that better address access and opportunity needs. Because the
overarching goal is this environmental shift, there is no tension between advocacy and organiz-
ing – between supporting community organizing versus civic engagement activities versus legal
strategies versus any of the other approaches discussed here. Funding can generate mutually
reinforcing forces, all working together in concert to change policy discussions and outcomes.
An argument in favor of funding a community organizing effort, pointing out the importance of
grassroots input, should not be understood to be an argument against funding a litigation cam-
paign; the latter effort may lack the grassroots element, but it carries other strengths. Shifting
the policymaking context requires the exertion of multiple forces.

Keeping this in mind, the report uses the shorthand “advocacy” to encompass a wide range
of advocacy, organizing and engagement activities. However, there does exist a key difference
between conventional advocacy and community organizing activities: power. A grantmaker can
fund an advocacy effort that succeeds in changing policy but that never directly touches
inequalities in power dynamics. Again, this points to the importance of combining different
forms of “advocacy” – including conventional, top-down advocacy and advocacy that arises
through community organizing and engagement. Depending on the need and context, the most
effective such activities might include any of the following, or a combination of two or more:
• Advocacy for a particular issue, such as the Advancement Project, confronting inequitable

discipline practices.
• Advocacy for a marginalized group, such as the National Association for the Advancement

of Colored People (NAACP) and the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN).

As described earlier in this report, there exist
serious, immediate problems that undermine
the success and equity of American schools.
Most of these problems are also long-term
and do not appear to be dissipating – in fact,
they are arguably worsening.50 Accordingly,
grantmakers dedicated to assisting marginal-
ized populations are often faced with dire

needs in at least two key categories: immedi-
ate, compensatory interventions and systemic,
transformative reform. A given grant can
advance needs of both types, as well as needs
in other categories, such as improving current
programs. Furthermore, the approaches can
and should be combined, and effective grant-
making can advance multiple goals.
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• Advocacy for a “campaign,” such as the Schott Foundation’s Opportunity to Learn cam-
paign, which advocates to “increase resource accountability and ensure that race is no
longer a significant predictor of educational resource access or outcomes” (see
http://www.schottfoundation.org/funds/otl).

• Organizing at the community level, such as groups affiliated with the People Improving
Communities through Organizing (PICO) national network and grantees of the funder col-
laborative Communities for Public Education Reform (CPER).

• Efforts that are research-based and policy analysis aimed at developing a knowledge base
for access and equity reforms, such as the UCLA (formerly Harvard) Civil Rights Project.

• Organized efforts to preserve legal rights, such as the Mexican American Legal Defense and
Educational Fund (MALDEF) and the Legal Defense Fund (LDF).

• Mobilization of communities through political activity to influence decision making, legisla-
tion, or political campaigns, such as Colorado Immigrant Rights Coalition.

• Engagement of voters and potential voters, such as the Center for Community Change’s
Community Voting Project

• Education efforts aimed at the broader pub-
lic, such as the Public Education Network,
the Afterschool Alliance, and the Leadership
Conference for Civil and Human Rights
Education Fund’s campaign to educate the
nation about the importance of a fair and
accurate census in 2010.

• Sharing information through hubs, net-
working and technical assistance, such as
the Promise Neighborhood Institute.

For any given grantmaker, some of these
types of advocacy activities will fit better than
others, and those choices will also depend on
immediate strategies and opportunities.

Students at Gateway Math and Science Elementary School work on a
census lesson during the St. Louis launch of the Census in Schools
program. Courtesy of U.S. Census Bureau, Public Information Office.
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The following discussion includes a model
illustrating how advocacy-related approaches
can leverage a foundation’s contributions.
Although immediate needs are undeniably
enormous, arguments of leverage and efficien-
cy counsel in favor of investments with the
greatest potential to mitigate future needs.51

A. BREAKING THE CYCLE OF SYSTEMIC
INEQUALITY
Policymaking takes place within a context
that makes some policy options more feasible
than others. A recent example of this would
be the discretionary funding provided to
Education Secretary Arne Duncan as part of

the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act, allowing for the Race to the Top pro-
gram. Without the economic downturn and
the need for a stimulus, the funding would
not likely have been available.

To the extent that such contextual factors can
be deliberately altered, policymaking is shaped
by a battle over contested contextual turf.52 The
successes of the free-market-oriented philanthro-
pists described in “How It’s Done” on p. 15
arose from their ability to create a favorable pol-
icymaking environment – one where the context
for their desired policies shifted from unaccept-
able to acceptable and then to politically desir-
able. Similar success can follow from other
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types of advocacy-related funding as described
earlier, such as that intended to enact specific
policies or to alter the dynamics of the policy-
making process by increasing the participation
of marginalized groups. 

Investments in advocacy can have enor-
mous payoffs. A recent series of reports from
NCRP shows that every dollar invested by
foundations in advocacy, community organiz-
ing and civic engagement has a substantially
greater return in benefits for communities. Of
the five reports released to date in the series,
the lowest showed a return on investment of
$89 to $1 and the highest a return of $157 to
$1.  These figures reflect the monetized bene-
fits of the “wins” that the advocacy achieved.
A campaign for a living wage, for instance, can
bring a great deal of resources into a commu-
nity. The reports were examining advocacy on
many issues, not just education, but the point
is clear that funding advocacy provides grant-
makers with substantial leverage.53

One other recent example is worth noting
here. The emergence of venture philanthropy
over the past decade as a large and important
sector of private education giving – and as a

correspondingly important vehicle for policy
advocacy – provides a useful illustration of
grantmaking that has effectively been able to
shape a favorable policymaking environment.
These philanthropists fund non-profit and for-
profit entrepreneurial endeavors, often supple-
menting available public funding and thereby
increasing the capacity of the endeavor as
well as its potential for success.54

As with the preceding examples of more
conventional forms of advocacy investing,
the venture philanthropy example illustrates
how funders can change the policymaking
context through their investments and can
thereby create a larger, sustained change in
public policy. While some venture philan-
thropists aim primarily to drive the market
and others aim primarily to drive policy,
these efforts combine to change the policy-
making context around the implicated public
policies. That is, they help to establish a new
common sense about what’s normal, sensible
and effective. These philanthropists have
designed their efforts to do more than just
help their grantees – their investments are a
powerful driving force behind policy change.

Additional insights into the importance of
funding for advocacy arise when one looks
specifically at the political voice of marginal-
ized communities and at the intergenera-
tional reproduction of inequality. In an ideal,
equitable democracy, the voices of all people
would have equal force – an equal chance of
being effectively heard. In this ideal, margin-
alized communities would be at least as like-
ly as any others to be advantaged by the
resulting policies. But such participatory pari-
ty is undermined by systemic social inequali-
ties, such as those outlined above. A context
of pervasive inequality leads to political
dynamics premised on correspondingly
unequal structural and systemic relations,
resulting in an imbalance within policymak-
ing processes. Participatory parity, or the abil-
ity of all communities to participate equally,
must be grounded in the elimination of sys-
temic social inequalities, thereby breaking
out of the cycle of power disparities.55

As a rule, policies arising from a system
with imbalanced political power tend to be

Carl Topkok, with his father Andrew, shares his story of
feeling lost and alone in the Anchorage School District
at a public meeting with the Superintendent of Schools
in 2005. Photo courtesy of AFACT.

        



How It’s Done: 
Using Advocacy to Change Policymaking
Changing the policymaking context, particularly on a national scale, is no easy feat. Perhaps
the most prominent example is the civil rights movement, which was able to change the policy-
making context surrounding educational and other policies. The women’s rights movement and,
most recently, the gay rights movement, provide other examples. By changing context, these
rights movements were able to correspondingly change policy, which inevitably lessened sys-
temic inequality. While foundation support played an important role in each of these instances,
the larger movements incorporated many additional groups, people and resources.56

The advocacy approach perhaps is best illustrated by the efforts of a group of funders and
their grantees who collaboratively built an infrastructure to push for policy changes in line with
Milton Friedman’s theories about the benefits of free markets and limited governmental regula-
tion. They helped to usher in a new common sense that underlies the majority of today’s poli-
cymaking – that the key to good policy is to identify incentives and remove rules that stifle
innovation and growth.57 The effectiveness of this effort can be traced to several key elements:
(a) the grantmakers had a clear, strong vision of political and policy change; (b) they provided
general operating support to build a network of strong institutions; (c) they invested in strategic
communications and marketing of ideas; and (d) they employed multiple  advocacy strategies,
including legal, research, grassroots and media.

The payoff from this strategic approach has been substantial. In the field of education alone,
policy has shifted substantially in favor of promoted policies concerning incentive pay, alternative
certification, school choice, contracting out of services and performance-based accountability.58 As
a result, policies that were once on the margins of the political debate now are very much main-
stream. Similar changes have occurred in other fields such as industrial and financial services regu-
lation.59 Through careful, concerted efforts, funders have contributed to a shift in the context of pol-
icymaking, changing the nature of discussions and debate.

Such successes highlight the strategic importance of leverage
and efficiency. By investing in advocacy (as well as exemplars of
their ideas), these philanthropists received a return on their invest-
ment of a magnitude that would be impossible if the spending
had only immediate, direct beneficiaries. The spending often gave
rise to government funding of their priorities. Laws and regula-
tions have also been changed at the federal, state and local lev-
els, creating a more hospitable environment for the funders’ own
future spending and for the activities of their grantees.60

As the above examples illustrate, foundations do not speak
with a monolithic voice; altogether, different foundations sup-
port policy change with a variety of different aims. But any
given philanthropist nevertheless faces the choice of whether
advocacy investments are sensible.

While philanthropy cannot be a substitute for public sector
programs, it has been able to lay the foundation and shift pub-
lic sector efforts toward the philanthropists’ goals and visions.
Over the long run, such shifts and changes to governmental
policies and funding are likely to dwarf the efforts of even the
wealthiest philanthropists. Correspondingly, a funder helping to
address the immediate damage caused by ill-conceived gov-
ernmental priorities will forever be swimming against the tide.
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Taken during an LGBT equality rally at the Opera
Plaza, San Francisco, Calif. in November 2008.
Photo by sonofabike, www.flickr.com/photos/oyj/
3034342596/.  
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comparably imbalanced. Unfair processes
lead to unfair results. This points to an ongo-
ing cycle of systemic inequality driving partic-
ipatory inequality and continued power
imbalances in policymaking and, accordingly,
in new inequitable policies and resource dis-
tribution (see Figure A). Changing this pattern
requires addressing one or more of the main
elements of the cycle: systemic inequality,
power imbalances, participatory inequality or
the policies themselves. Merely providing
assistance to address unmet needs and thus
mitigating the damages arising from unfair
policies does little or nothing to change the
cycle. Such assistance addresses only the
cycle’s damage – its harmful byproducts.

Past successful interventions have focused
on these power imbalances and participatory
inequities. One example of an effort aimed
explicitly to shift power distributions and
increase participatory equity is grantmaking
by Needmor, Norman and other small foun-
dations in the 1970s and 1980s designed to
increase the representation of black school
board members in the South to distribute
resources more fairly and have a more active
voice in policymaking on the local level.61

Another interesting example is the planned
development of the Newark Global Village
School Zone (NGVSZ), which will serve
3,500 students in seven Newark schools. The
NGVSZ is modeled after the high-profile and
well-regarded Harlem Children’s Zone.
Funded primarily by “grants and donations,
including a $5 million federal grant for

improvements at Central High School,
$220,000 from the Ford Foundation and
$75,000 from the local Victoria Foundation to
hire a social services coordinator,”62 NGVSZ
is linked to the larger “Broader, Bolder
Approach” (BBA) movement calling for edu-
cation policies to address the out-of-school
factors that impact student success.63 As such,
the NGVSZ incorporates four key components
of the BBA: (a) high quality educational
reform that emphasizes both basic and high-
er-order skills; (b) the provision of social serv-
ices; (c) community engagement in school
decisions, planning, activities, visioning, com-
munication and other school-related activi-
ties; and (d) economic development.

Although NGVSZ largely entails the provi-
sion of better and more effective services, it also
represents a commitment to shifting power
imbalances. The NGVSZ effort illustrates an
important point: grants focused on advocacy,
community engagement and community organ-
izing need not abandon one priority in order to
accommodate another. Funded projects can
include a combination of advocacy and practi-
cal reform; they can directly target power
imbalances and participatory inequities, or they
can address these issues while also maintaining
a commitment to other immediate goals.

One thing is clear, however: breaking this
cycle of systemic inequality is absolutely nec-
essary in order to avoid intergenerational
inequities.64 Addressing current unmet needs –
the outcomes of the dysfunctional cycle at any
given time – leaves in place the system that

FIGURE A: Cycle of Systemic Inequality
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yields inequalities for each new generation.65

Accordingly, even under idealized circum-
stances where the problems do not grow, the
magnitude of these unmet needs would likely
not decrease. The context for decision-making
about policies and resources remains
untouched, so future decision-makers faced
with allocating funding and opportunities will,
as a rule, make their next set of allocations
within a context that continues to disadvantage
the same marginalized persons and groups.
Future grantmakers will, in turn, be called
upon to again address the immediate needs
arising from the cycle of systemic inequality.

This dynamic is illustrated by Figure B,
which presents two alternative funding alloca-
tions – one in which funding is spent entirely
on addressing unmet needs and one where a
substantial portion of annual contributions is
directed at advocacy-related activities – par-
ticularly activities that change the context and
dynamics of decision-making. The top row
represents a pure version the non-advocacy
approach to grantmaking. The cycle of sys-
temic inequality predictably produces a quan-
tity of unmet needs every year, and that quan-
tity is unlikely to decrease as long as the cycle
remains in place. A grantmaker dedicated to
helping address those unmet needs plays a
positive, vital role in any given year, but the
larger problems persist over time.

The bottom row illustrates a grantmaking
approach that funds advocacy in addition to
addressing unmet needs. Although fewer
resources are initially available for immediate
needs, effective advocacy carries the potential
to change policy and practice – to interfere
with the cycle of systemic inequality – and
accordingly to decrease the quantity of unmet
needs over time. In this illustration, the effects
of advocacy are shown as gradual but persist-
ent. In reality, however, these effects are best
thought of in terms of probabilities. As the
voice of marginalized communities becomes
stronger and more effective, and as the poli-
cymaking context becomes more favorable to
policies benefiting those communities, the
likelihood of any given positive change in
policy and practice correspondingly increas-
es.66 By investing in advocacy, organizing and
civic engagement to promote equity, opportu-
nity and justice, grantmakers therefore can
assist in addressing power imbalances and
participatory inequities.

B. GRANTMAKING AND SHAPING THE
ZONE OF MEDIATION
Each policy decision takes place within a
political and normative context, and shifting
that context modifies the cycle. Looking
specifically at equity-focused school reforms,

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 YearX
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success is frequently impaired by daunting
normative and political obstacles at both the
initiation and implementation stages. To help
illustrate the forces that create the environ-
ment surrounding a potential reform, imagine
a “zone of mediation” whereby schools are
situated within particular local enactments of
larger cultural norms, rules, incentives,
power relations and values.67 Together, these
forces promote either stability or change and
accordingly set the parameters of beliefs,
behavior and policy in schools and in broad-
er educational policymaking.

Put another way, the intersection of forces
around a particular issue shapes the zone of
mediation for that issue. Such forces may
include such far-reaching items as legislation,
judicial decisions, demographics, housing
and nutritional needs, economic and market
forces, social/state political climates, educa-
tional influence groups, district history, indi-
vidual players within districts, their political
ambitions and the media. One such potential
force is foundation support. 

The zone framework illuminates the forces
that continually shape and reshape the con-
text for reform, and this context then mediates
the interactions around a given policy discus-
sion. Each new reform effort rests atop multi-
ple layers of social and political history, as
well as past experiences with education
reforms. “When forces are added, subtracted,
strengthened or weakened, the zone shifts.
With each shift, the zone becomes more
receptive or more hostile to the reform.”68 For
example, the desegregation movement existed
before the 1954 Supreme Court decision in

Brown v. Board of Education. That decision
substantially shifted the zone of mediation for
desegregation policies. But it was not until a
decade later, with the passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the 1965 passage of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
that substantial progress began. Each of these
major events changed the policymaking con-
text, making it more favorable to desegrega-
tion. But none of these forces magically
removed the counter-forces favoring segregat-
ed schooling. In fact, de facto segregation
remains prevalent today.69

Another well-known illustration of this is
the 1975 Education for All Handicapped
Children Act (P.L. 94-142, which currently is
known as IDEA – the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act). The act was pre-
ceded by litigation as well as national move-
ment organizing and other activities that
made passage of the legislation possible
when only a year earlier it lacked congres-
sional support.70 Cost concerns and preju-
dices that preceded passage still existed in
1975, and they have continued in the years
since; but these countervailing forces were
overcome by new forces pushing for change.

Similarly, a grantmaker’s sustained support
for advocacy can create important new forces
that help to shift the zone by catalyzing corre-
sponding shifts in power and participation (see
“How It’s Done,” p. 15).71 These types of advo-
cacy forces are important because if the policy
context – the zone of mediation – is inhos-
pitable toward a grantmaker’s hoped-for
change, merely understanding best practices
will be insufficient. Imagine, for instance, that
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Put another way, the intersection of forces around a particular
issue shapes the zone of mediation for that issue. Such 
forces may include such far-reaching items as legislation, judicial
decisions, demographics, housing and nutritional needs, 
economic and market forces, social/state political climates, 
educational influence groups, district history, individual players
within districts, their political ambitions and the media. 
One such potential force is foundation support. 

        



a grantmaker wants to expand the availability
of a successful program that involves increased
classroom-level racial integration as well as
intensive interventions with struggling readers.
Undoubtedly, it would be important to careful-
ly evaluate the program and understand how it
works. But this knowledge about the program
will do little to overcome the likely political
and normative resistance to its adoption and
implementation (to say nothing of the resist-
ance that arises simply because educators are
overwhelmed). Channeling intensive resources
toward marginalized students is often political-
ly difficult, and it becomes even more difficult
when combined with racial integration policies
that can conflict with widespread racist beliefs
about academic capacity and engagement.72

Understanding “best practices” for schooling is
a very different thing than getting them imple-
mented.

This type of systemic change can seem
daunting, particularly so for smaller grant-
makers who are not part of a larger, collabo-
rative effort.73 Societal sources of inequality
often create the context for local injustices;
these larger forces also are unlikely to be
changed in a measurable way by investments
in community-level advocacy. As noted, the
zone of mediation surrounding a given issue
is shaped by many powerful forces, most of
which will be far beyond the reach of such
advocates. But these are not either-or choic-
es. Advocacy of change that is felt most
directly at the local level contributes to the
broader push for change.74 Recognizing the
differences between small and large funders,
Grantmakers for Education, a membership
organization for more than 240 public and
private philanthropies, states the following
Principle describing the need for enduring,
systemic solutions: “The depth and range of
problems in education make it difficult to
achieve meaningful change in isolation or by
funding programs without changing public
policies or opinions. A grantmaker is more
effective when working with others to mobi-
lize and deploy as many resources as possi-
ble in order to advance solutions.”75

One such collaboration is the Youth
Transition Funders Group, a “network of

grantmakers whose mission is to help all
youth make a successful transition to adult-
hood by age 25.”76 One of its targeted efforts,
the Multiple Pathways to Graduation work
group, works to create strategies for increas-
ing high school graduation and is supported
by the William Penn Foundation, the Walter
S. Johnson Foundation, the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation,
the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, and the
Eugene and Agnes E. Meyer Foundation.77

The combined grants of this group have fund-
ed “broad-based partnerships that included
educational advocacy groups, public school
districts, public care agencies, service
providers, parents, youth and other stake-
holders.”78 The funders collaborated with
community groups and prioritized stakehold-
er involvement to ensure that the ideas that
came out of the work group represented the
voices of those in the community and were
informed by their experiences.79
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Children participating in a March 2010 rally in Stockton, Calif. 
against more cuts in public education. Photo by Patrick Giblin from
http://www.flickr.com/photos/inkyhack/4409820318/.

        



Enhancing Evidence-based Grantmaking 

Reaching the goals outlined in this report begins with a core intention of serving marginalized
populations and of pursuing advocacy-related approaches. But it also requires effectiveness – it
requires avoiding the funding of the educational equivalent of cold fusion. Marginalized popu-
lations will not be helped by funding directed at an ineffective advocacy approach or even by
an effective advocacy approach promoting an ineffective schooling policy.

Consider this illustration from outside the world of philanthropy. Each year, like clockwork, a
big-city mayor or school superintendent can be counted on to announce that he or she will

improve schooling results by doing away with
“social promotion.” Under these reforms, stu-
dents are retained in grade until they demon-
strate, through performance measures, that
they have sufficiently mastered the material
necessary to be moved along to the next
grade level. This makes intuitive sense, but
these reforms tend to be short-lived and
unsuccessful. In fact, the research evidence
overwhelmingly demonstrates that between
two bad choices – social promotion and
grade retention – the latter has the worst out-
comes. In particular, grade retention increases
dropout rates but does not improve achieve-
ment.80 (A research-based and more cost-
effective policy would provide intensive inter-
vention but not grade retention.)

This report is unequivocal in concluding that
foundation giving in education will be more
effective if greater investments are made in
marginalized communities and in advocacy-
related initiatives. In particular, philanthropy
can further the goals of access and equity by
addressing systemic inequality. But there are,
nonetheless, tradeoffs to be made when
investing in marginalized communities and in
advocacy-related grantmaking – other needs
also are very real. There also is a daunting
ambitiousness inherent in advocacy-related

grantmaking that’s designed to influence
broader policymaking. And there are limita-
tions that must be acknowledged: no single
foundation effort will truly reshape the policy
context, and some efforts will find little if any
success. Were the inequalities and their reper-
cussions less stark, the rationale for taking on
these challenging projects would be much
weaker. But ultimately, this report follows the
compelling logic that philanthropic ambitions
should match needs, and in education those
needs are systemic, vast and stubborn.
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How does this example relate to philan-
thropy? Without pointing fingers, it frames
the problem of investments in policies and
practices that have already been unsuccess-
fully tried or that are likely to have weak
results or unintended consequences. Some
philanthropists want their funding to be
directed to programs and ideas with a solid,
proven track record. Others want their fund-
ing to drive innovation. And many more look
to combine the two approaches. Few or none
want to fund unsuccessful endeavors, and
few would want to designate funding for a
“proven practice” that turns out to be
unproven. As one grantmaker explained to
the authors of this report, there are “no mice here; we are impacting real lives.” While strongly
supporting innovation, this grantmaker called for a system that carefully reviews the innovation
before it is taken to scale or implemented. The key to this type of system is access to clear,
timely explanations of the existing research evidence – evidence regarding the following: 

(1) The strengths and weaknesses of an approach being considered by the grantmaker; 
(2) The most effective and most efficient known approaches for accomplishing the same

goal or goals; 
(3) Any unintended consequences of each of those approaches; 
(4) The local contextual factors that are likely to strengthen or weaken each of the

approaches; 
(5) The elements that are likely necessary for replication of the most promising approaches; 
(6) The factors and resources that would be necessary for large-scale, long-term potential;

and, 
(7) Alterations or additions that might make a new effort even more successful.

Evidence that answers some of these questions generally is available from researchers; evi-
dence that answers others is generally available from local educators and community members.

One knowledgeable consultant to education grantmakers suggested to the authors of this
report that experienced grantmakers take a variety of steps to help ensure evidence-based
grantmaking within their foundations. They stay current on relevant research in their fields –
and share that research with current and potential grantees, support grantees’ attendance at
conferences and meetings, and sponsor conversations that probe the implications of research
findings for the supported work. They immerse themselves in, and thereby enable, real dialogue
with grantees about the structural barriers that enforce current inequities and thwart improve-
ment. They engage in active, continuous inquiry into what research and innovation can tell us
about how to overcome those barriers. These experienced grantmakers often develop a system
for soliciting proposal reviews from a cross-section of practitioners, researchers and experts and
are careful to include people who take different views or use different approaches than what is
being suggested. If warranted, they also provide prospective grantees with opportunities to
respond with amended proposals to reviewers’ critiques and doubts, especially those based on
alternative readings of the research evidence.

The Pathways to College Network (PCN) provides another useful illustration. PCN, an
alliance of 38 national organizations and funders focused on issues of college access and suc-
cess for marginalized students, has worked with researchers to identify and publicize the types
of policy and reform shown by research to have positive outcomes.81
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NCRP encourages every education funder to
have probing conversations about the ideas
raised in this report.  Below are some discus-
sion questions that NCRP hopes will help
you and your philanthropy’s decision-makers
think through these issues.

• Would your foundation see better results
by pursuing targeted universalism – by
intentionally seeking to benefit certain dis-
advantaged populations?  Which margin-
alized groups are most important in the
context of what your foundation is trying
to achieve?

• What percentage of your education grant
dollars are currently intended to benefit
vulnerable populations?  Are you satisfied
with that percentage?  How do you meas-
ure up against exemplary grantmakers?

• How might advocacy, civic engagement
and community organizing around educa-
tion issues help you better achieve your
goals?  Are you comfortable funding those
strategies?  If not, what steps can you take
to begin to address and overcome your
reservations?

• What percentage of your education grant
dollars are currently devoted to creating
systemic change through civic engage-
ment, community organizing or policy
advocacy?  Are you satisfied with that per-
centage?  How do you measure up against
exemplary grantmakers?

• Please consider again the marginalized
groups and their issues that are most
important to your foundation’s goals. What
is the policymaking context around those
groups and those issues? How would that
context have to change if it were to
become more favorable to your founda-
tion’s goals? How might your foundation
help create systemic change through civic

engagement, community organizing or
policy advocacy?

• What other ideas in the report are relevant
for your grantmaking?

To help inform those discussions, NCRP
conducted a detailed analysis of the most
recently available data from the Foundation
Center about grants to education.  It exam-
ined 672 foundations that made at least $1
million in grants to education over a three-
year period from 2006 to 2008.82

Of the 672 foundations in the sample,
only 11 percent devoted at least half of their
education grant dollars for marginalized
communities, and only 2 percent devoted at
least a quarter of their education grant dollars
for systemic change and social justice.
While these percentages should be consid-
ered to be rough, given the challenges with
categorizing and coding grants, it also is
clear that there is significant room for
improvement.  (If you want to know how
your foundation scores on these benchmarks
using Foundation Center data, contact edfun-
ders.research@ncrp.org and NCRP will be
happy to share with you the data concerning
your foundation.)

NCRP’s benchmarks from Criteria for
Philanthropy at Its Best were meant to apply
to an entire foundation’s activities, not only
to one program area.  But considering the
equity issues in education described through-
out this report, it is particularly surprising that
so few foundations are operating in ways
likely to produce the greatest impact. 

Given the small proportion of foundations
meeting the benchmarks when considering
separately their funding for education, it
appears that many foundations are not as
strategic in their grantmaking as they intend.
Some funders, for example, may employ
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these strategies – targeted universalism and
systemic change approaches – but may do so
with a relatively small portion of their educa-
tion grant dollars.  Knowing these percent-
ages might help a foundation make better
decisions.

Listed alphabetically below are nine
exemplary grantmakers that met both recom-
mendations in Criteria:  at least half of their
grant dollars for education were explicitly
intended to benefit vulnerable populations,
and at least one-quarter of their grant dollars
for education were classified as “social jus-
tice” grants, suggesting a commitment to sys-
temic change and the inclusion of advocacy,
community organizing or civic engagement.

Some of these exemplary grantmakers
have an explicit focus on education, while
others made education grants as part of a dif-
ferent priority area.  There are multiple entry
points to being an education funder, and the
issues facing vulnerable communities are
complex, interrelated and multifaceted.

These are not, of course, the nation’s only
exemplary education funders.  Some of the
best funders of education are too small to be
included in the Foundation Center’s data.
And some remarkable larger funders do not
meet the benchmarks but nevertheless do
great work.  The point is to add some rigor
and some benchmarking to the discussion, so
that all education funders can be more strate-
gic and more responsive.

A. THE ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION
Baltimore, MD  •   www.aecf.org

$21,442,205 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 85% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 52% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 9% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

Established in 1948 by Jim Casey (one of the
founders of UPS) and his siblings, the Annie
E. Casey Foundation’s mission is “to foster

public policies, human-service reforms and
community supports that more effectively
meet the needs of today’s vulnerable children
and families.”83 Focusing on improving the
lives of disadvantaged children, it is not sur-
prising that education funding comprises a
substantial portion of this grantmaker’s port-
folio.  The Annie E. Casey Foundation funds
five issues: child welfare/permanence, com-
munity change, economic security, education
and juvenile justice.  Within education, this
funder has two overarching goals: 1) support-
ing initiatives that provide more lower-
income families with the opportunity to send
their children to high-quality schools, which
produce strong outcomes, and 2) building the
connections between communities and
schools, thus helping families gain access to
much-needed services and support.84 The
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s education grant-
making focuses on advancing life opportuni-
ties for children and families, specifically
those from communities of color living in dis-
invested neighborhoods.

B. THE CALIFORNIA ENDOWMENT 
Los Angeles, CA  •   www.calendow.org

$18,104,903 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 97% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 70% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 7% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The California Endowment is known primari-
ly as a health funder, not an education fun-
der.  But the issues that affect marginalized
communities do not have rigid boundaries.
Accordingly, some of the foundation’s work
to improve health outcomes also involves
working in and with public schools or uni-
versities.  One of the foundation’s most suc-
cessful efforts, for example, was an advocacy
campaign in the early 2000s to ban junk
food and soda sales in public schools.85

Another example is a million-dollar grant
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given to a local university medical school for
a pre-residency training program that helped
boost the number of Latino doctors in low-
income, underserved parts of California.86

The foundation is clear about the importance
of including funding for advocacy, communi-
ty organizing and civic engagement in its
grantmaking, stating on its web site: “The
California Endowment believes that public
policy is essential to achieving meaningful
changes in access to quality health care and
improvements in the health status of
California’s underserved communities.”87

C. NAOMI AND NEHEMIAH COHEN
FOUNDATION
Bethesda, MD  •   www.nncf.net

$1,035,000 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 66% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 40% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 17% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The Naomi and Nehemiah Cohen Foundation
(NNCF) was founded in 1959.  Mr. Cohen
was a founding partner of the Giant super-
market chain.  The NNCF is a family founda-
tion that provides more than $4 million in
grants annually and funds a range of issues
continuing the legacy of its founders’ vision of
helping across a variety of charitable issues.88

The NNCF focuses its grantmaking in the
greater Washington, D.C. area, nationally, and
in Israel.  Its funding priorities in the D.C.
metropolitan area include strengthening civic
engagement by bolstering effective citizen
participation in civic affairs and education
and youth development with an emphasis on
out-of-school time.  NNCF’s web site lists ten
grantees under its education and youth devel-
opment initiative. One example is the Higher
Achievement Program, where the mission is
to develop crucial academic behavior among
young students to improve their grades and
also advance their educational opportunities.

The Program builds the skills of middle-school
children in disinvested communities, provid-
ing them with the opportunity to succeed in
the demanding atmosphere of high school.
This program demonstrates targeted universal-
ism in action and is a testament to this foun-
dation’s commitment to social justice.
Indeed, the Higher Achievement Program was
one of fifteen groups that received in
November the “Coming up Taller Award”
from the Obama administration.89

D. FORD FOUNDATION
New York, NY  •   www.fordfoundation.org

$154,768,542 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 54% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 33% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 20% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The Ford Foundation web site states: “In
every society, people from marginalized and
disadvantaged groups deserve an education
that expands opportunity, guarantees quality
and achieves equitable results.”90 This com-
mitment leads Ford to be a real leader,
domestically and internationally, in the kind
of education funding recommended through-
out this report.  Ford prioritizes education in
its grantmaking because the foundation rec-
ognizes the fundamental role that education
plays in shaping life opportunities for all indi-
viduals and societies.  Because of this, Ford
notes that the interconnectedness of social,
political and economic equality necessitate
high-quality education for disadvantaged or
marginalized populations.91

The Ford Foundation employs a holistic
approach to its education grantmaking by pro-
viding funds that strengthen educational sys-
tems and advance democracy by allowing
younger populations to participate and con-
tribute meaningfully as citizens in diverse
socio-cultural settings.  The foundation funds
innovative grantees with proven impact and
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the ability to communicate and advocate for
reform.  The foundation’s education work in
the United States pursues three initiatives:
transforming secondary education, advancing
access to and success in higher education, and
building knowledge for social justice.  Across
the globe, Ford also applies a targeted
approach to its education funding, prioritizing
students from poor or otherwise disadvantaged
communities in increasing their access to high-
er education and transforming the quality of
secondary schools.92 The Ford Foundation also
funds heavily community organizing efforts in
its education work (see “Community
Organizing: An Integrated and Strategic
Approach to Improving Schools” for details).

E. MARGUERITE CASEY FOUNDATION
Seattle, WA  •   www.caseygrants.org

$4,161,666 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 79% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 45% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 8% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

Founded in 2001, the Marguerite Casey
Foundation’s mission is “to help low income
families strengthen their voice and mobilize
their communities in order to achieve a more
just and equitable society for all.”93 The foun-
dation works to advance a “just and equi-
table society for all, where all children are
nurtured to become compassionate, responsi-
ble and self-reliant adults; where families are
engaged in the life of their communities, the
nation and the world; and where people take
responsibility for meeting today’s needs as
well as those of future generations.”94 The
values guiding Marguerite Casey’s grantmak-
ing include diversity and anti-racism, equity,
mutual respect and trust, sustained connec-
tions and transparency.95 The foundation has
funded, for example, the Direct Action and
Research Training (DART) Center, a network
of faith-based community organizing groups

Community Organizing:
An Integrated and
Strategic Approach to
Improving Schools

In 2008, the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform at Brown University released prelimi-
nary findings from a groundbreaking book
titled Community Organizing for Stronger
Schools: Strategies and Successes.96

Authored by Kavitha Mediratta, Seema Shah
and Sara McAlister, it documented the find-
ings from a six-year study of seven diverse
community organizing groups working on
school reform issues in various cities across
the country.  The study, funded by the
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, found con-
sistent and positive relationships between
community organizing and educational out-
comes on multiple levels.  In the main report
and the case study series associated with it,
the authors present clearly the broad benefits
that accrue to society when the people who
are most affected by the policy decisions
around them are given voice in the decisions
that impact their lives.  

Similarly, a group of more than 40 grant-
makers have recently come together to fund
community organizing around education
issues.  Through this funder collaborative
called Communities for Public Education
Reform (CPER), these grantmakers are align-
ing their resources to strategically invest in
community-driven reform efforts.
Grantmakers large and small have found
ways to be involved through CPER.  The Ford
Foundation, for example, has invested more
than $2 million in CPER since 2009, while
smaller education reform funders like the
Edward W. Hazen Foundation also have
found CPER to be an effective vehicle for
their giving.97

        



that have successfully campaigned to
improve reading instruction and access to
pre-kindergarten programs in Florida. The
foundation also funds the Algebra Project
Network, which improves math instruction
for low-income students of color.  Similar to
the other exemplary grantmakers described
here, the Marguerite Casey Foundation focus-
es on cross-cutting themes related to dispari-
ties that complement its education funding,
including health, poverty, civic engagement,
poverty, race relations and criminal justice.98

F. CHARLES STEWART MOTT
FOUNDATION
Flint, MI  •  www.mott.org

$38,674,774 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 74% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 44% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 28% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation oper-
ates with “the premise that unequal educa-
tion is both a cause and an effect of pover-
ty.”99 Their grantmaking employs the vast
majority of the practices recommended
throughout this report.  They invest, for
example, in groups organizing parents and
community members to work as equal part-
ners in efforts to improve schools.  Their
work on education issues is primarily within
their “Pathways out of Poverty” program,
reflecting their belief that “education, eco-
nomic participation and community engage-
ment are critical to moving low-income
Americans toward greater prosperity.”  This
program focuses on improving community
education, expanding economic prosperity
and building organized communities.100

Pathways also addresses explicit issues of
institutional racism and racial injustice,
reflecting a deep understanding of the myri-
ad issues allowing inequities in our democ-
racy to persist and addressing them holisti-

cally to have long-term and sustainable
impact within its education grantmaking.
The Mott Foundation funds community
organizing and education reform and contin-
ues to fund assessments of this work to gain
a better understanding of what strategies and
tactics have worked for local communities.
In 2002, Mott joined with a consortium of
other funders to provide monies for
Successful Community Organizing for School
Reform, prepared by the Cross City
Campaign for Urban School Reform and
Research for Action.101

G. NIKE FOUNDATION
Portland, OR  •   www.nikefoundation.org

$2,245,600 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 88% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 35% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 9% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The Nike Foundation has a clearly-stated com-
mitment to the concept of targeted universal-
ism.  They invest in girls in the developing
world as a way to have the greatest impact.
“Nike believes in the power of human poten-
tial to accomplish anything […] we’re apply-
ing that belief to poverty in the developing
world, an issue that impacts everyone’s future.
We sought out where we could make the
greatest impact. We found it in adolescent
girls. Invest in them, the theory goes, and you
will unleash a powerful ripple effect.”102 Nike
calls it “the girl effect.”  As stated on the foun-
dation’s web site, this funder believes that its
grant dollars will have the most impact by
addressing the physical, educational and
social well-being of girls because girls are fre-
quently the “insurance policies” for impover-
ished families in the developing world. It is
their education monies that get tapped when
their families lack resources. The Nike
Foundation funds, for example, Opportunity
International in Uganda.103
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H. SKOLL FOUNDATION
Palo Alto, CA  •  www.skollfoundation.org

$3,742,500 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 87% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 58% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 19% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

Founded by Jeff Skoll, the first president of
eBay, the Skoll Foundation is primarily a fun-
der of social entrepreneurship.  Skoll believes
that “strategic investments in the right people
can lead to lasting social change,”104 and as
such, the foundation works for systemic
change by investing heavily in global social
entrepreneurs and creating connections
among them and other innovative individuals
working to address the world’s most urgent
problems.  The foundation defines social
entrepreneurs as “proven leaders whose
approaches and solutions to social problems
are helping to better the lives and circum-
stances of countless underserved or disadvan-
taged individuals.”105 The foundation empow-
ers these individuals and their programs work-
ing to alter fundamentally the social land-
scape.  Grants are provided to social entre-
preneurs in the form of three-year awards, to
continue or scale-up successful programs
across a range of issues including economic
and social equity and human rights.106 One
grantee is helping disadvantaged youth in
South Africa earn degrees in business admin-
istration.  Another, Teach for America (TFA),
places talented young college graduates in
disadvantaged schools in the United States
and also includes significant advocacy in their
work.  While the TFA model – frequently criti-
cized for placing very inexperienced and only
briefly trained teachers in high-needs schools
for a short two-year commitment – may in
fact undermine efforts to build a stable, high-
quality teaching force in vulnerable commu-
nities, it is clear that many funders support the
organization because they believe the pro-
gram helps disadvantaged students.

I. SURDNA FOUNDATION
New York, NY  •  www.surdna.org

$4,887,630 in grants for education from
2006 to 2008:
• 50% of education grant dollars were

intended to benefit vulnerable communities
• 37% of education grant dollars were

social justice grants
• 10% of all grant dollars awarded were for

education

The Surdna Foundation was founded in 1917
by John Andrus and, since then, has been
governed largely by his descendants.  Based
in New York, this family foundation “seeks to
foster sustainable communities in the United
States – communities guided by principles of
social justice and distinguished by healthy
environments, strong local economies and
thriving cultures.”107 As Surdna’s web site
notes, Andrus wanted his legacy to reflect
providing communities with “opportunity for
youth and rest for old age.”  One example of
this funder’s commitment to excellence and
equity in education is its support of Mothers
on the Move, a community organizing group
in the Bronx that has established “Student
Success Centers” in the public schools in this
low-income borough of New York City.
Surdna also invests in Youth United for
Change, a group of diverse young leaders in
Philadelphia working to improve their
schools.
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VII. Conclusion

Grantmakers have invested billions of dol-
lars in recent years in efforts to improve edu-
cation. Yet, success remains elusive and mil-
lions of children are denied equitable oppor-
tunities. Grantmakers are not responsible for
these inequities, but if properly crafted, their
efforts have the potential to powerfully cat-
alyze improvement and reform. This report is
intended to spark serious reflection among
education grantmakers about their priorities
and their strategies. Better grantmaking can
be part of the solution.

By explicitly seeking to benefit the most
marginalized, a foundation can advance
equity and also reap broader change. And by
supporting advocacy, community organizing
and civic engagement around education
issues, a grantmaker can help to heal systems
that have perpetuated inequality.

Collaboration between a foundation and a
marginalized community has many benefits.
Each partner advances the goals of the other.
The money, relationships and resources pro-
vided by a philanthropy can bring legitimacy

and social capital in addition to direct bene-
fits. Foundation involvement can add politi-
cal heft to the efforts of a community organi-
zation and can also be felt at the individual
level of a parent’s influence when advocating
on behalf of his or her own children. These
are day-to-day benefits of investing in mar-
ginalized communities that exist on top of
the large-scale potential discussed in this
report. 

Correspondingly, a foundation engaged on
behalf of a marginalized community gains
local knowledge, skills and capacity – in
addition to moral authority that can be
diminished with top-down efforts that lack
such collaboration. Foundation effectiveness
and impact is enhanced when those most
affected by the problem are decision-makers,
spearheading the change.  Meaningful com-
munity involvement adds weight to the foun-
dation’s efforts. 

Foundations enjoy unprecedented opera-
tional freedom. In exercising this discretion,
foundations benefit greatly from careful, seri-

ous reflection. This report
offers our rationale and
evidence for considering
in particular the level of
education grantmaking
targeted to marginalized
communities and target-
ed toward advocacy-
related activities. By refo-
cusing on these
approaches, foundations
can most successfully
advance their goals of
bringing more quality
and equity to America’s
public schools.
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“The great task to strengthen public education in the United States 
is to address the fundamental inequities that are built into the system. 
In this very important report, NCRP has provided a roadmap for how
philanthropy can play a critical and successful role in creating a system
of great schools for all children.”

—Professor Linda Darling-Hammond
Stanford University School of Education

“The philanthropic community has historically played an essential role in 
fueling positive systemic changes for Americans. Confronting Systemic
Inequity in Education provides a critical roadmap for funders to reclaim
that space and provide all students an opportunity to learn.”

—Dr. John H. Jackson
Schott Foundation for Public Education 
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High Impact Strategies for Philanthropy
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Every year, foundations provide billions in grants for education.  Yet, our education system is in
crisis: American schoolchildren – especially those from vulnerable communities - remain trapped in a
continuous cycle of inequities in educational access and opportunities. How can philanthropy be
more effective at deploying its limited resources to help reform and improve our nation’s school
systems? How can philanthropy help break the cycle of persistent inequality, which undermines our
American ideals that public education strengthens democracy and our economy, and promotes
justice, equity and opportunity? Confronting Systemic Inequity in Education offers two high impact
strategies for education grantmakers to more effectively achieve their missions and help address the
root causes of intergenerational inequalities.  It recommends a deliberate focus on the needs of
students from marginalized communities and on supporting efforts that seek to influence education
policy in the country through advocacy, community organizing and civic engagement.

This is the first in a series of reports from the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
(NCRP) that invites grantmakers that focus on specific issues to rethink their funding strategies to
generate the greatest impact. Future reports will be issued for funders concerned about health, 
the environment and the arts.
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