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Investing in Disadvantaged Youth in the United States 
by Quentin Wodon  

   

This brief is part of a series of seven briefs/case studies on increasing the impact of Rotary. If 

Rotary is to have a larger impact globally, it must rely on partnerships, innovation, and 

evaluation. Partnerships help to implement larger projects and benefit from the expertise of 

organizations that are among the best in their field. Without innovation, the contribution of 

Rotary is a drop in the development assistance bucket. But if Rotary innovates, successful pilots 

can be scaled up by other organizations with deeper pockets, achieving larger impact. Finally, 

evaluation is needed to demonstrate the impact of pilot projects. To encourage clubs and districts 

to think bigger and more strategically, the series to which this brief belongs showcases projects in 

the areas of focus of the Rotary Foundation that have relied on partnerships, innovation, and 

evaluation. This brief tells the story of a project for disadvantaged youth in the United States.  

 
The author is a member of the Rotary Club of Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, and a Lead 

Economist at the World Bank. He writes a blog for Rotarians at http://rotarianeconomist.com/. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
High school seniors present their work at a capstone event. Photo: One World Education (OWEd) event. 

 

 

Skills Gaps for Youth 

 

Growing local economies requires 

many different ingredients, but one of the 

most important ones is a skilled workforce, 

especially among youth. Skills tend to be 

acquired through the education system. In 

that sense, sustainable growth, whether at 

the local or national level, and policies 

supporting education are often intrinsically 

linked.  

The United States benefitted for 

decades from one of the most skilled 

workforce in the world, but there are 

concerns that this is not the case anymore. 

Among 34 OECD countries, the US ranked 

27th in mathematics, 17th in reading, and 

20th in science in the latest round of results 

from the internationally comparable 

Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) database in 2013. PISA 

measures skills for reading, mathematics and 

science literacy among 15-year-olds1. The 

latest round of data collection took place in 

2012, with 65 countries participating. A 

poor performance for the US has been 

observed for several years now, despite the 

                                                 
1 See http://www.oecd.org/pisa/. 
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fact that we spend more per student than 

most other OECD countries.  

 Within the US, the District of 

Columbia has been struggling according to 

data from the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP)2. The District 

often ranks at or near the bottom of the 

NAEP league tables in comparison to other 

states for most subject areas. There are many 

reasons for the poor performance of the 

District. In spite of major improvements in 

economic development in the last decade, a 

substantial share of its population remains 

poor, and poverty is one of the main drivers 

of poor performance in school. 

 

Tutoring and Training Programs 

 

Responses to poor academic 

performance and drop-outs must be multi-

faceted. Impact evaluations suggest that 

gains can be made through various types of 

interventions. One possibility is to invest 

more in well-designed tutoring and skills 

acquisition programs that take place outside 

of normal teaching hours. Other programs 

provide support to students both during and 

after normal school hours.  

 The literature on out-of-school-time 

programs3 suggests that, in order to achieve 

impact, it is important for programs to:  

 (1) Provide consistent and sustained 

instructional time, for a total of at least 40-

45 hours;  

(2) Provide tutoring to small groups 

of students, preferably less than ten at a 

time;  

(3) Follow a curriculum that is rich 

in content and takes into account the specific 

needs of students while being also closely 

                                                 
2 See http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/. 
3 Heinrich, C. J., and P. Burch, 2011,  

Implementation and Effectiveness of 

Supplemental Educational Services: A Review 

and Recommendations for Program 

Improvement, Paper prepared for the Tightening 

Up Title I conference sponsored by the Center 

for American Progress and the American 

Enterprise Institute, Washington, DC. 

related to what students learn during the 

regular school day;  

(4) Ensure that tutoring sessions are 

active and varied (ex. combining structured 

and unstructured instruction, as well as 

individual and collective work time). These 

should also target the development of 

specific skills;  

(5) Foster positive relationships 

between tutors and students; and 

(6) Foster the collaboration between 

teachers and tutors with support of 

administrators, including constructive 

evaluation.  

 

Programs in Washington, DC 

 

In the District of Columbia (also 

referred to as the city of Washington, DC), 

several non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) are implementing intensive tutoring 

program. Consider, for instance, Higher 

Achievement, which operates in Baltimore, 

Richmond, Pittsburgh, and DC. Students 

meet three days a week during the school 

year: they first complete homework, then 

have dinner, and work on a specific subject 

in small groups of two or three with a 

trained volunteer mentor.  

 

 
Tutoring session. Photo: Higher Achievement. 

 

This is a rigorous program – overall, 

students spend a total of 650 hours a year in 

the program between fifth and eighth grade. 

Data suggest that enrolled students improve 

their grade point average (GPA) and 

virtually all graduate. The program has been 

evaluated by MDRC, a nonprofit, 

nonpartisan research organization. The 

http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/
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evaluation suggested statistically significant 

positive impacts after one year in the 

program on mathematics proficiency and 

reading comprehension. The mathematics 

impacts lasted four years after enrollment in 

the program. The program also increased the 

probability that the students would enroll in 

high performing private high schools.  

 Another program operating in DC 

and evaluated by MDRC is Reading 

Partners. The program serves more than 

7,000 students in over 130 schools in 

California, Colorado, New York, Oklahoma, 

Maryland, South Carolina, Texas, and DC. 

Reading Partners works in (large) part with 

volunteers, which helps in keeping costs 

down. An evaluation, conducted in 2012-13 

in a subset of the schools where the program 

operates, suggest reading proficiency gains. 

While this evaluation was not about STEM, 

it suggests again that tutoring programs can 

make a difference. 

Other interesting initiatives include 

NGOs such as the Urban Alliance that helps 

High School students remain in school, gain 

internships in the greater Washington, DC 

area, and plan for college, as well as the 

Latin America Youth Center which has 

programs that provide sustained individual 

support to students and youth at risk.  These 

and other NGOs are starting to invest more 

in impact evaluations for their programs.  

  

One World Education 

 

Some NGOs work directly with 

public schools, both during and after normal 

school hours. One World Education 

(OWEd) trains teachers and helps students 

improve their writing skills, and think about 

their college options at the same time.  

OWEd was created in 2006 by two 

teachers, Eric Goldstein and Emily 

Chiariello, who taught at one of the charter 

schools in Washington, DC. Their idea was 

to use students’ reflective writing as the 

foundation for what was discussed in the 

classroom. The model proved successful as 

students became more engaged and, in turn, 

started to develop better research, writing, 

and analytical thinking skills. The non-profit 

was launched in 2007 and has been growing.  

OWEd recently signed an agreement with 

DCPS (District of Columbia Public Schools) 

to expand its programs in all public high 

schools in the city. As a result, OWEd has 

become the largest nonprofit program 

operating in the District’s public schools. 

 

 
OWEd’s team facilitates professional 

development for DCPS teachers. Photo: OWEd. 

 

The program focuses on writing 

skills and is adapted to various grades. For 

example, the Grade 12 program helps 

students analyze, research, write 

argumentative essays, and lead presentations 

about the college and career issues that 

await them after graduation. It includes a 

comprehensive seven week coaching period. 

Essays written by students can serve as their 

Senior Project. Selected student essays are 

published on OWEd’s website, providing 

recognition for students and creating a cycle 

of peer-to-peer learning.   

More generally, for all grades where 

the program is implemented (Grades 8, 10, 

and 12), students and teachers can access a 

number of resources provided by OWED, 

including the following: 

1. Common Core4 Aligned Lesson Plans: 

All lesson plans are created by teachers, 

for teachers, and are aligned to multiple 

research, writing, and presentation 

                                                 
4 As stated by the Common Core Standards 

Initiative, the Common Core is a set of high-

quality academic standards for mathematics and 

English. Learning goals outline what a student 

should know and be able to do at the end of each 

grade. Most states in the United States have 

adapted the Common Core in recent years. 
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Common Core State Standards. Lessons 

are accompanied by rubrics for teacher 

evaluations and peer-to-peer reviews;  

2. Student Writer’s Notebook: the 

notebook leads students to analyze 

exemplary, peer-authored essays before 

guiding them through researching, 

outlining, drafting, and revising their 

own argumentative essays. 

3. Student and Educator Portals: Students 

and teachers will have access to easy-to-

access lesson plans, rubrics, research 

sources, and related resources for 

teachers and students are available 

online. 

 

 
A student presents his essay to a panel of judges 

at OWEd’s capstone fair. Photo: OWEd. 

 

Evaluating Program Impacts 

 

Randomized controlled trials have 

not yet been implemented to assess the 

impact of the programs run by One World 

Education, but other data suggests that the 

program is having an impact. Specifically, 

evaluations by students and faculty at 

American University and George 

Washington University suggest gains in 

writing quality and self-confidence for 

students that have participated in OWEd’s 

programs. 

In order to assess gains in the 

quality of the writing of participants, a 

sample of students participating in the 

program take a writing test before the start 

of the program and at the end of the 

program. The test is graded by university 

professors. Results suggest important gains 

after program participation. 

 Feedback from teachers – and more 

importantly students who have participated 

in the program is positive. For example, in 

the 2014 DCPS Grade 10 evaluation by 

students, participants reported improvements 

in terms of their ability to make a claim (87 

percent); Provide research to support a claim 

(87 percent); Write (85 percent); Research 

information (84 percent); Analyze research 

(84 percent); Create an outline (79 percent); 

Create a draft (78 percent); Establish a 

research plan (75 percent); and Revise their 

essay (75 percent).   

These and other positive evaluations 

of the program in partnership with two local 

universities have been a key factor in the 

agreement reached by OWEd with DCPS to 

substantially expand the program in grades 

9, 10, and 12. All public high school 

students in the District in those grades will 

now have the opportunity to participate in 

the program. 

 

How Has Rotary Helped? 

 

Rotarians from the Rotary Club of 

Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, have 

supported the project in various ways. The 

club has donated funds to, and volunteered 

with, OWEd for several years. In 2015-16 

the club’s donation will be matched with a 

district grant using so-called district 

designated funds from the Rotary 

Foundation.  

Each year student essays are 

assessed by a panel of judges at a College 

and Career Writer’s Challenge each year. 

This enables students to learn how to make 

an argumentative pitch to a panel.  One 

student from each school is eligible to earn a 

college or vocational training scholarship, 

and every participating school can nominate 

a number of seniors to participate in the 

event. Rotary club and district grants will 

allow OWEd to provide small scholarships 

for college to 10 students who have written 
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especially good essays thanks to the 

program.   

 

 
A student receives an award in the essay writing 

competition. Photo: OWEd. 

 

In addition, Rotarians have 

participated in OWEd’s programs in a 

number of volunteering capacities, including 

as judges for the essay competitions taking 

place at the College and Career Writer's 

Challenge. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Enabling students to better succeed 

in school and acquire the skills that they will 

need in professional life can have a major 

impact on their life. Better educated youth 

also generate positive externalities for 

communities, and help the economy grow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In supporting OWEd, Rotary builds 

on the benefits from partnerships, 

innovation, and evaluation. OWEd itself has 

partnered with District of Columbia Public 

Schools to substantially expand the reach of 

its program. The program is innovative in 

the way writing skills for students are being 

developed using a range of different 

resources and mechanisms. Evaluations of 

OWEd’s programs have shown that the 

programs generate measurable gains in 

middle and high school students’ writing 

skills, and in their self-confidence. The 

program not only improved the student’s 

writing, but it also helps in preparing them 

for college and career-level writing.  

For Rotarians, OWEd’s programs 

have also offered unique opportunities to 

personally support students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds by contributing 

in the programs in various ways. This had 

been done through donations, but also 

through volunteering.  

 


