Managing Director’s Letter

January 31, 2022

Dear Colleague,

Just as Thanksgiving does for gratitude, the start of the new year offers a ritualized opportunity
to practice optimism, and “Happy New Year” seems the perfect cover. Given our own pursuit of
“bright spots,” “silver linings” and “keepers” amidst a seemingly relentless pandemic, the Campaign
for Grade-Level Reading (CGLR) has earned the opportunity to offer to one and all our own

belated but heartfelt “Happy New Year and best wishes for a healthy, productive and joy-filled 2022.”

Practicing optimism is an everyday, everywhere task. My remarks to the 2021 Growing Community
Foundations conference affirmed the “paralysis is not an option” call to action made just one year
earlier. This time, however, my remarks lifted up three pandemic-driven developments that |
would have on my list of “silver linings” because they could bring disruptive change.

e The emerging consensus and sense of urgency around assuring digital equity. Concerns about
the “digital divide” exploded when the pandemic-related switch from in-person to remote
learning revealed that millions of school children had no access to education because their
homes had no internet connectivity, devices or supports essential to online learning.

¢ The deepening understanding that parents are essential partners in improving education
outcomes for their children and the newfound empathy and appreciation that teachers and
parents have for the other’s role. As they joined forces to support home-bound students,
teachers and parents have come to better understand each other’s roles, skills and challenges.
While the relationship still is not perfect, and exceptions abound, the pandemic-driven reverse
exodus from child care centers and schools is fueling a broad-based rejection of the work-
arounds and end-arounds of parents.
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e The still grudging but growing acknowledgment that
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divergent and sometimes conflicting expectations we
have of “schools.” What we continue to call “schools”

are, in reality, significant child-serving agencies that
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parents work.

Because the implications embedded in these

provocations deserve serious exploration, you can
count on each being the focus of attention by LEO over
the coming months. In the meanwhile, please consider this an invitation for conversation.

Similarly provocative is what some think could be seen as a cautionary note. State school chiefs
and district superintendents admit to being inundated by the plethora of offers generated

by the abundant dollars now available. There is little doubt that we are in the midst of a real-
time, large-scale and high-stakes experiment for which some key decision-makers are better
prepared, positioned and supported than others. | will confess to being among those for whom
this is trepidation-inducing. So much so that | am having flashbacks to conversations with two
rural-facing colleagues, Miriam Shark and Stacy Caldwell. Miriam introduced me to Jane Jacobs’
tough critique about “cataclysmic money.” Similarly, Stacy’s observations about “absorptive
capacity” helped me to understand why floods follow droughts. Both insights seem especially
relevant today.

Despite these “proceed with caution signals,” the case for optimism can be made. A close look at
the strongest and best supported decision-makers will reveal the many instances where reliance
on the “evidence-based” incantation is being augmented by more robust efforts to lead with the
science and drive with data. Similarly, there are promising examples of some decision-makers
choosing to “invest” and not just spend. This is especially the case with teacher professional
development and for one of CGLR’s “big bets” — Board Certified Teachers. And as importantly,
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there are flickers of interest within philanthropy to pivot philanthropic dollars toward building
capacity for and then incentivizing “smart” decision-making. If this movement takes off, it will be
well worth watching.

A closing thought: As we enter the new year, the legacy of Robert Moses and the ongoing
leadership of Omowale Moses combine to remind us that ours is generational work — a relay
marathon with each and all of us running our legs and passing the baton.

Looking forward,
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Ralph R. Smith
Managing Director
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