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Our Vision 

Imagine a greater Houston—or any community, large or small—in which 
the children and youth succeed in school, ready for whatever options they 
want to exercise after high school—be it college or first career. Imagine a 
greater Houston in which the children and youth grow up socially and 
emotionally fit, able to act responsibly, able to listen to each other, able to 
work in groups, able to solve problems collaboratively and creatively. 
Imagine a greater Houston in which the children and youth are healthy and 
physically fit for long, active, and productive lives. And imagine a place in 
which the children and youth enjoy and contribute to what we generally call 
quality of life and quality of place.   

This is the ultimate vision for the work that we’re doing in greater Houston. 
Why have we invoked such a vision? Simply put, our individual and 
collective well-being depend on it.  

Our Challenge 

All children deserve to develop to their fullest capacity, which certainly 
makes this work a valid endeavor in its own right. But for anyone who 
might need more convincing or a stronger economic rationale, there’s 
another reason and another vision, albeit a negative one: if we don’t tend to 
this work for the future of our children, in the not-so-distant future, greater 
Houston will not be a place where people want to live and work. 

So what are the prospects for realizing such a vision? We think the chances 
are not so good unless we take action. For example, across Texas, per-
formance on the exams that make up the National Assessment of Education 
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Progress (NAEP) are dreadfully low. In reading, math, science, and writing, 
the average number of Texas fourth- and eighth-grade students reaching 
“proficiency” ranges between 23 percent and 38 percent. Further, in greater 
Houston, the “optimistic” high school graduation rate, when all GED 
completers and other “leavers” are accounted for, is around 78 percent, and 
only 17 out of 100 ninth graders will graduate high school and earn at least a 
two-year certificate six years later. As these data tell us, the story for all of 
our kids is not good. But the story for our Hispanic students and our African 
American male students is even worse. 

For greater Houston to address this situation, we need to overcome the 
special problem of scale. Houston is America’s fourth largest city. Greater 
Houston is the sixth largest metropolitan area in the United States. Our 
elementary and secondary school students account for about 22 percent of 
all the elementary and secondary school students in Texas and 2 percent of 
all those in the United States. We have fifty-four public school districts, 
seven of which are among the hundred largest districts in the country; we 
have nine community college systems, two of which are among the ten 
largest in the country; and we have eleven universities—six public, five 
private.  

Five Fundamentals 

I have painted a picture of where we want to go and have described some of 
the challenges we face in getting there. Now imagine a strategic response in 
which community stakeholders take responsibility for the cognitive, social-
emotional, and health-related development of all children. Image that in 
assuming this responsibility, these stakeholders commit to acting on five 
fundamental principles: 

• The village. The stakeholders’ group must be broadly inclusive of 
representatives from business, nonprofits, faith community, phil-
anthropy, elected officials, parents, and specialists (educators, 
health professions, etc.). 

• The “student success roadmap.” It is critical that we keep in our vision 
all of the educational and developmental stages through which 
children and youth progress, from cradle to career.  
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• Data. All decision making is informed by data gathered across the 
student success roadmap.  

• Continuous quality improvement. Strategic action is taken in cycles, 
always informed by progress data, such that we break the syndrome 
of “this year’s projects” or the hunt for the next “silver bullet.” We 
use Lean Six Sigma in a version adapted for social sector work to 
incorporate continuous quality improvement. 

• Shared accountability. Our communities are kept involved and 
informed through annual progress reports and community forums. 

What We’re Creating 

Those are the fundamentals behind what we refer to as a cradle-to-career 
approach. Our Houston example under advanced construction is the All 
Our Kids Alliance. The All Our Kids (AOK) model deals with the problem 
of scale by employing a hub-and-spokes format. The AOK Alliance is the 
hub; its area of coverage and responsibility spans a seven-county area of 
greater Houston. The “hub” creates standards and processes, and builds 
capacity in an array of Regional Councils that cover greater Houston; these 
are the “spokes.” In our current situation, many areas inside greater 
Houston either are beginning to develop or have approached us about 
developing Regional Cradle-to-Career Councils that will affiliate with the 
All Our Kids Alliance. These emerging Regional Councils already account 
for about two-thirds of all the children in greater Houston.  

The job of All Our Kids (the hub) is, first, to develop Regional Councils 
where they don’t already exist—and we’ve already begun conversations with 
people in virtually all vicinities to develop councils. Second, AOK provides 
cost-effective services to the Regional Councils and represents them in 
building the larger community’s awareness of cradle-to-career. The services 
include things like data sets; facility in analyzing data; and training in 
continuous quality improvement, communications, governance, finance, 
management, and learning communities. Third, AOK helps the Regional 
Councils set standards for their processes and operations. It starts with the 
particular characteristics of the stakeholders’ group. Every Regional Council 
must include educators and parents and representatives from the business, 
nonprofit, philanthropic, and faith-based sectors. As a standard of operation, 
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Regional Councils must make decisions informed by data and must apply 
AOK continuous quality improvement protocols. Finally, every Regional 
Council must regularly communicate its results to its regional community.  

How the Regional Councils Work 

The Regional Councils that affiliate with All Our Kids meet the standards 
cited above through a work agenda as follows. First, they use baseline data 
provided by All Our Kids as indicators of readiness for school, readiness for 
high school, and readiness for college and career. (We are starting in the 
academic domain and, over time, will roll out the social-emotional, health, 
and “quality of life and place” data sets.) Each Regional Council looks at its 
data and also inventories its assets: things like programs at work in the 
region, political will, and prior experience with reform interventions. 
Knowing its assets as well as the needs that its data expose, the Regional 
Council then identifies the leverage points on which to begin to take 
action—a manageable number of places along the student success roadmap 
where intervention has the strongest likelihood of producing sustainable 
results. 

To clarify, the Regional Council does not decide on a set of interventions on 
its own. The Regional Council calls together a “community action network” 
to fill that role for each leverage point it identifies. On each leverage point, a 
group of community actors is mobilized and aligned. These are participants 
who already have a stake in the work related to a given leverage point. Let’s 
say, for example, that a Regional Council identifies a need in early child-
hood education and feels that it has sufficient community assets to make 
sustainable changes in that part of the student roadmap. The Regional 
Council would convene, say, its major local nonprofits in early childhood 
education who were active in the region, its preschool providers in public 
schools and churches, its policy makers who had already expressed an 
interest in early childhood education, and so on. Thus, the Regional Council 
does not take intervening action around a “solution” and, thereby, replace 
the efforts of others, but mobilizes and aligns preexisting (and newly 
discovered) folks already invested in the work in a particular segment of the 
student success roadmap.   

Finally, the community action network puts the Six Sigma continuous 
improvement protocols in motion. It defines the problem presented in the 
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data and assets at its disposal, gathers more data if necessary, analyzes the 
data, chooses an intervention, and decides which indicators will signal 
whether, in time, the intervention is working or not. When the intervention 
has had sufficient time to work, the community action network reviews its 
latest data to decide whether the intervention should be sustained or 
modified. The goal of the community action network is to arrive at inter-
ventions that are producing sustainable positive results.   

Our Work on the National Level 

We in greater Houston are undertaking this work with national partners in 
Cincinnati, Indianapolis, Oakland, and Richmond (Virginia). These four 
cities were brought together by the Coalition of Urban Serving Universities 
(USU) and funded by the Living Cities Foundation to adapt a promising 
model developed by Strive—Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky’s cradle-to-
career partnership. We were also brought together to learn from one 
another, since we represent cities with different degrees of scale, political 
cultures, and other dynamics. We form what is called the Educational 
Partnership Implementation Network, and we receive strong technical 
assistance from Strive.  

In each cradle-to-career venture, the local major public university plays a 
significant role: Cincinnati (University of Cincinnati); Indianapolis (Indiana 
University–Purdue University at Indianapolis); Oakland and the San 
Francisco East Bay (California State University–East Bay); Richmond 
(Virginia Commonwealth University); and Houston (University of Houston).  

Cradle-to-Career Alliances and Implications for Teachers  

Operating as they are described here, cradle-to-career alliances have clear 
implications for the work of teachers. Cradle-to-career ventures will affect 
teachers’ responsibilities, including their integration with other formal and 
informal educators. Cradle-to-career efforts will also bring bridges of 
commitment and accountability currently required of teachers to those who 
interact with children outside of school and to the broader village that 
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undertakes the work. Finally, cradle-to-career activity will expose the condi-
tions of teaching and learning in ways that can have strong effects on 
policies and regulations. 

The first observation to be made about cradle-to-career work and teachers 
looks down the road when the developmental domain expands beyond 
academics to social-emotional and physical health, as well as quality of life 
and place. It’s important to recognize that adding such facets of children’s 
development as these to a school curriculum would place more compre-
hensive responsibilities on teachers. We think that work in the social-
emotional domain is compelling because employers say that if graduates 
have good math and reading skills, they (the employers) can train new 
recruits in the technical side of their business, but those recruits often  
lack the ability to listen well, to work in teams, to solve problems 
collaboratively—namely, the social-emotional or professional skills 
necessary for workplace success. If Regional Councils work to add this 
dimension to school curricula, it will most certainly increase the formal 
responsibilities of teachers. The same will be true if aspects of health, the 
arts, ecology, and other components of children’s development come into 
play. 

With the potential for increased responsibilities, however, comes the 
potential for increased support for teachers through greater integration with 
community resources. In our model for building this civic infrastructure, 
educators will participate in the community action networks that go to work 
on those priorities chosen by their Regional Council. In the community 
action networks, teachers will find allies among the other network 
members—perhaps participants associated with after-school and tutoring 
programs, corporate volunteerism, and parent engagement. Commitment 
from significant new partners who join teachers and help “own” the 
challenge will bolster the primary role of educators, inform them of the day-
to-day issues of teaching and learning, and extend the time and adult 
attention paid to children.  

As accountability grows for teachers in the increasing use of “value-added” 
performance assessment, the All Our Kids Alliance and its dual emphases 
on data-informed decision and continuous quality improvement can 
increase understanding across a regional community about the advantages 
of using data and formative, ongoing assessment. They can also grapple 
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with the problems encountered by performance-based systems if they are 
used in one-dimensional, high-stakes environments. Whether it has to do 
with teacher performance in a school or program performance in an external 
organization that serves children, continuous quality improvement creates a 
common language and a common system for everyone to declare their 
purpose of action, the indicators they will use to determine effectiveness, 
and the review they will undertake in deciding whether to sustain a course of 
action or modify it. 

What are the implications of this kind of cradle-to-career venture for policies 
and regulations? Teachers are autonomous actors, to some extent, but they 
are constrained by local instructional expectations and by local and state 
curricula. It is possible, if not probable over time, that a set of Regional 
Councils across greater Houston will undertake interventions related to a 
common set of strategic priorities; there might be multiple Regional 
Councils that are compelled to focus on, say, early childhood, third-grade 
math, and access to technical/community/four-year colleges. If a group of 
Regional Councils concurrently identifies policy or regulatory impediments, 
All Our Kids will be in a position to inform other organizations in greater 
Houston that can advocate for legislative change or modifications of 
organizational procedurals and norms.  

Huge Idea, Deep Process, Sustainable Effort 

In the end, we admit that the greater Houston adaptation of the Strive model 
for building community infrastructure for children and youth is a huge 
undertaking. We think that our hub-and-spokes model makes it feasible and 
that the deep processes requiring data-informed decision making and 
continuous quality improvement make it viable and sustainable. We are 
greatly encouraged by the twenty-five community influentials who have 
already committed to our executive and advisory committees and the half-
dozen emerging Regional Councils. We’re moving this work from the 
conceptual to the applied with accelerating urgency and enthusiasm. 


