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What did the network member do?   

ROC the Future Alliance is building strong cross-
sector and data-driven civic infrastructure in 
Rochester, New York and advancing equitable 
cradle-to-career outcomes. In one example of this 
work, ROC the Future Alliance launched the High 
School Graduation Outcomes Team in 2018 with 
a goal of achieving an 80% graduation rate in the 
Rochester City School District by 2022. To do so, 
the district implemented several strategies for 
getting students on track. This included allowing 
students to take on additional coursework, 
offering alternative scheduling to take evening 
and weekend classes, and receiving a waiver for 
state exams during the pandemic. These efforts 

resulted in a high school graduation rate increase 
from 68% to 73% for all students from 2020 to 
2021 — and an even greater increase from 53% in 
2016 — as well as narrowing the gap in graduation 
rates between Black and white students.

ROC the Future Alliance’s collaborative approach 
was recognized by local funders, who came 
together to invest in the creation of the new Whole 
Child Initiative. This initiative brings together 
Wegman Family Charitable Foundation, Sands 
Family Foundation, ESL Charitable Foundation, 
William and Sheila Konar Foundation and 
Education Success Foundation as the fiscal 
sponsor to provide $1.5 million for an initial phase 
of funding. The initiative seeks to address outcome 
disparities for children and families from the 
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prenatal stage to age eight. Parents and caregivers 
are leading the initiative and centering student 
and family needs through exercises like systems 
mapping, which helps parents visualize their 
needs, gaps and assets. Parents have also invited 
systems leaders — such as health care providers 
— into their conversations to get systems working 
collaboratively to advance the needs of students. 
One early win from this work was a $1 million 
investment in American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) 
funds directed to bringing telehealth to schools, 
driven by advocacy from systems leaders working 
with parents to address mental health needs. This 
collaboration is improving access to quality care 
and is promoting social-emotional, physical health 
and academic success.    

What are the challenges? 

Balancing the tension between the urgency of 
seeing tangible results and the pace at which 
systems change happens — including taking the 
time to build community capability for leadership — 
has been an ongoing challenge for ROC the Future 
Alliance. Tracking data can be difficult, and what 
counts as a “result” can vary from person to person. 
Making what can often seem like invisible progress 
real for community members and partners is key to 
keeping people invested in the work.

Another challenge has been keeping momentum 
through transitions in stakeholder leadership. 
ROC the Future Alliance is addressing this is by 
requiring that partners have more than one 
representative serving as conveners to ensure 
knowledge of and capacity for the work can be 
sustained through staffing changes. This also 
ensures that the strategic direction of the alliance 
continues advancing their collective goal of 
transforming local systems to improve cradle-to-
career outcomes for all Rochester youth.

What are the key takeaways?  

ROC the Future Alliance has laid the groundwork 
to advance equitable cradle-to-career outcomes 
by intentionally involving community in every step 
of their systems change work. Leveraging the trust 
that already exists in their community has been 
key in bringing people to the table. For example, 
parents initially involved in Whole Child Initiative 
work used a “soft opening” approach, where 
each person invited one friend to participate 
with them to build an even bigger, and more 
inclusive, coalition. Positioning parents to lead has 
additionally deepened the level of systems leader 
engagement — philanthropy partners have shifted 
how they look at results, from simply receiving 
progress reports to a more conversational 
approach where they can learn what’s working 
and use continuous improvement to develop 
solutions alongside parent leaders and grantees. 
Having parents as leaders has the added benefit 
of providing community members with new skills 
that they can add to their resumes. 

This work was made possible in part by StriveTogether's investors including a grant from Carnegie Corporation of New 
York. The statements made and views expressed are solely the responsibility of the author.
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