
Ensuring the Future Success of Harlem’s Youth 

To: Geoffrey Canada (CEO and President) 

From:  (Trusted Aide) 

Re: Measuring Successes in Harlem Children’s Zone 

Date: 1/22/14 

 

Few things are nobler than aiding those in need, and coming to the aid of a child is a step 

beyond noble. This is a critical part of what inspires the program directors, workers, 

volunteers, and donors at The Harlem Children’s Zone. HCZ has a provocative mission: to 

create significant, positive opportunities and outcomes for children living in a 24-block 

area. Where HCZ falls short is in providing a clear and concise way to measure and expand 

our success without overburdening workers or diminishing program quality.  Measuring 

success is critical for several reasons: primarily, it keeps HCZ on track and ensures that 

donors’ funds are used effectively. Conversely, an unclear process of measuring success 

fails to accomplish any of the above, and puts a heavy burden on already taxed workers.  

 

 

SUGGESTIONS: 
 

• Clearly Define Success: Provide a clear definition of our long-term and short-term goals 

and performance targets.  

 

• Measuring Success: Change focus from measuring initiatives and programs to 

measuring success. Measure ends, not means. 

 

• Utilize Bright Spots: Build upon previous success.   

 

Current Situation: 
HCZ currently provides services to a 24-block area, but is set to expand with the help of 

donors like the Edna McConnel Clark Foundation and the Robin Hood Foundation. 

Research Associates hired by donors work alongside program directors to record and 

assess program participants. Directors feel overwhelmed by the request for numbers. 

Directors are concerned with objective views taken while measuring data. Directors are 

furthermore concerned with maintaining quality programs while growing rapidly.  

 

Clearly Define Success 
 

Problem: While HCZ has an inspiring mission, it lacks a clear and decisive path by which to 

achieve this mission.  HCZ’s current mission is changing, but it has not yet taken a stance on 

what this mission is. With an unclear definition of success, donors, workers, and 

management get caught on an elephant with lots of momentum, but little direction from the 

rider: there is no way to differentiate between outputs, outcomes, and program goals.  

 

 

 

Ryan
Sticky Note
Hi there!It is I, your friendly TA. It was a pleasure reading your memos. You're all very smart people and I often found myself impressed by the dedication you brought to this assignment. But you'll find that my comments will often push you to do more, and do better, in ways that I hope you'll find useful and constructive.We can all do better. In fact that's one of the reasons why we're all here. So if my comments show you how you could improve, don't let that get you down: remember, instead, that that's what you're paying for. And that what you learn here will help you succeed in the public sector, and help you make the difference you want to see in the world. So I hope you find my feedback helpful, and I'll be happy to chat more with you in person if you like. All good things,Ryan B.

Ryan
Sticky Note
Not to be contrarian, but was HCZ off-track and using its funds ineffectively before the recent focus on revised (and expended use of) performance measurement?

Ryan
Sticky Note
I think this may be a little too grandiose. Not necessarily because you're wrong, but because it can create the impression in the reader's mind - Canada, in this case - that you are flattering him in order to get into his good graces. That impression might be inaccurate - you might simply be trying to set up your next point or write memorably. But in general, you should shy away from flattery (or the reasonable appearance of flattery) and instead let the clarity and content of your recommendations carry your memo. Try to lead with substance, rather than style. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
A nice idea, but are HCZ's existing goals unclear? Are the performance targets unclear? If, say, the performance targets are unclear, is it because they are not clearly defined? Or is it instead because the implementation has been haphazard; because collecting the data seems (to the staff) to be more trouble than it's worth; because the staff don't understand how they themselves can use the measures to improve their own efforts?

Ryan
Sticky Note
I don't know what this sentence means. Do you mean that the directors aren't convinced that the objective measures are capturing the full extent of the difference that their programs are making? If so, you should state so more clearly - the sentence as it stands could also mean that the directors don't think that the data itself is being collected in an inaccurate or sloppy way, or that the people collecting the data are biased and lack objectivity, or many other things that you probably don't mean to say here. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
I like this structure you're following here. A very nice way for the eye to follow what you're saying, and to break down the content and context of your recommendations. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
But I thought HCZ already had a logic model? 



Solution: Avoid the pathology of trying to be everything to everyone. Determine our goals 

and give the rider direction, such as increasing High School graduation rates by x% in y 

amount of time in z area as an outcome goal. 

 

Measuring Success  
 

Problem: Lack of a clear objective also makes it difficult to measure progress and success. 

Faced with a complex task, such as finding a cost-effective, reliable, and novel means of 

measuring long-term impacts, the rider can spin his wheels, and get caught in analysis 

paralysis. HCZ must understand how its outputs interact with societal processes to produce 

outcomes. 

 

Solution: Bring together program directors, research associates, management, and donors 

to brainstorm a logic model and a comprehensive metric for success. Grades and tests like 

SMART (Shaping Minds Around Reading and Technology) are not the only indicators of a 

child’s welfare, opportunities, and outcomes. Consideration should be paid to scholarships, 

awards, self-esteem, and quality of life improvements.  

 

 

Utilize Bright Spots 
 

Problem: HCZ is blessed to have highly qualified staff from a diverse background. 

Previously the staff was left to their own devices to determine their programs’ paths. With 

the expansion, some directors are worried that their programs will not be able to 

accommodate more children without sacrificing quality.  We do not want to alienate our 

most valuable asset, our workers. 

 

Solution: Listen to our program directors: bring them in on decision-making processes. 

Provide esteem opportunities for program directors who have overcome common 

obstacles – “Would you please come to next month’s meeting and tell us how you did it?” 

Not only would this increase the morale of our workers, but it would also provide 

technology transfer, increasing operational capacity.  

 

 

Judgment Calls  
 

Harlem Children Zone’s mission evokes compassion, but you can wear out HCZ workers by 

putting them through too much change without giving them direction. Make your decisions 

carefully, but be comfortable making subjective judgment calls.  

 

 

 

 

 

Ryan
Sticky Note
I'm liking your application of the readings.

Ryan
Sticky Note
Do you think the program directors (say) are unclear about how the work that they do impacts the lives and educational achievement and family lives of their students? Here you're kind of implying so, but I'm not sure that's really true.

Ryan
Sticky Note
Given the amount of white space in this memo - both inbetween these categories and at the end - you have the room to be a lot more specific about the "how" of your recommendations, and to reflect on the implications. So let's say that HCZ hasn't done a logic model (though as I said I believe they have). And let's say that they do one. Problem solved? Does doing the logic model - no matter how it's done - solve the problem you've identified? Are there ways in which doing a logic model might be ineffective, or might make the situation worse? How can you structure the process of doing the logic model in order to maximize your chance of resolving the issue - and perhaps address other important problems within HCZ at the same time? What if you do a logic model and decide to change HCZ's operations as a result - would the funders object? If, on the contrary, you do a logic model and nothing changes within the organization, was doing that logic model really a valuable use of your time? You don't need to ask and resolve all of these questions, but you have the space in this memo to go considerably deeper than you do. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
HCZ does have a staff from a diverse background. You might mean this in demographic terms (race, gender, ethnicity) or you might mean it in intellectual/experiential terms (the former producer at CBS, social workers, educators, etc). But in either case, the fact that the staff is diverse doesn't seem to be a point that helps you explain the problem or substantiate your recommendation - at least, you're not using it as such. Instead the diversity of the staff is serving as filler - something that takes space to say but which doesn't strengthen your memo or substantiate any of the points you're trying to make. Try to avoid including such filler in your memos. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
I know you don't mean this, but a direct answer to your question might be, "Well, I took the FDR north to 152nd street, and then I cut over to 5th Avenue..." You could restructure this sentence so that the subject of your question isn't getting to the meeting, or you could avoid the use of quotation/question entirely and still convey the meaning you intend. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
This is jargony. I know that you can say what you mean here without using "Technology transfer" - which, even if Canada does understand your meaning, can be said much more simply and directly without the jargon. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
Does it? Couldn't it fail to evoke that compassion in some hearts and minds? Might it not evoke skepticism or outrage or incredulity in some hearts instead? You might mean to say that the mission reflects the compassion of HCZ or its workers, or that it is a vehicle for that compassion to be turned into productive change in the lives of HCZ's clients, or etc. But whatever you mean, you can say so more specifically and directly. 

Ryan
Sticky Note
In this conclusion it seems like you're still providing new guidance. But a conclusion should not provide any new advice or information - it should instead summarize the advice and information you've already presented.




