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Summary

The moment you step foot inside a school you can get a
sense of whether or not you want to be there. But too
often schools face challenges that inadvertently produce
cultures where students expect less than what their
potential demands of them. 12+ partners with high
schools in underserved communities to help redefine
what is possible for their students. Evidence-based and
field tested, our mission is to foster learning environments
that empower students towards a successful post-
secondary pathway.

Culture Matters

The moment you step foot inside a school you can get a
sense of whether or not you want to be there. Culture is
pervasive. It lays a foundation that uniquely shapes the
identities and mindsets of the students exposed to it. But
too often schools face challenges that inadvertently
produce cultures where students expect less than what



their potential demands of them. We're here to change
that.

12+ partners with high schools in underserved
communities to help redefine what is possible for their
students. Evidence-based and field tested, our mission is
to foster learning environments that empower students
towards a successful post-secondary pathway. Our
innovative, school-based PLUS Centers supply the tools
and resources, while our teams of dedicated Fellows
provide the individualized support to help every student
succeed—not just a select few. Most importantly,
everything we do, from celebrating student achievement
to our research-driven programming, is geared to build a
culture that incites sustainable, school-wide change.

The Issue

Every year more students across the city of Philadelphia
express their desire to attend college, yet according to a
joint study by the National Student Clearinghouse and the
Philadelphia School District, only 10 percent of public
school students who entered 9th grade went on to earn
two- or four-year college degrees within a 10-year span.’
The Georgetown University Center on Education and the
Workforce announced in 2012 that 65 percent of U.S. jobs
—nearly two-thirds—will require some form of
postsecondary education by 2020.2 As a result, the lack
of college attainment in Philadelphia severely limits
students' long-term economic and social prospects, in



addition to the overall economy and growth of the city.

The problem goes beyond a lack of content knowledge
and academic proficiency. Unlike their more affluent
peers, students from underserved communities often
attend high schools that suffer from an implementation
gap—an inability to address the individual needs of the
student body due to a lack of resources and human
capital. As a result, students not only struggle to pursue
education beyond 12t" grade, they often fail to graduate at
all. Faculties are understaffed and school counselors, who
are often tasked with the responsibility of helping
students navigate through the college application
process, are stretched thin because of their heavy
caseloads and the multitude of other responsibilities that
come with serving a low-income school. A new survey of
young adults conducted by the Public Agenda for the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation confirms that students
themselves believe the system is failing and high school
guidance offices struggle to address the needs of their
student bodies.3 The American Counseling Association
recommends a ratio of one counselor for every 250
students. In 2012, the Philadelphia School District
employed 384 full-time counselors for the entire district.
In 2013, that number decreased dramatically to 218 full-
time counselors for 131,463 students—an overall ratio of
one counselor for every 603 students.?

Without the proper support systems and resources,
schools unintentionally undermine their students' overall



commitment and mindset towards education. A message
develops that not only do their peers struggle to find
success beyond high school, but also there are few adults
to help them even get there to begin with. And when
schools become defined by their lack of post-secondary
success, students struggle to connect their present
education to future goals, creating a perpetuating,
negative culture of low expectations and disengagement.
This calls for an active agent that distills a powerful
counter-narrative, working to improve the learning
environment and support all students on an individualized
level.

Weaknesses in Current Solutions

In an attempt to increase college readiness and success,
numerous reform efforts have focused heavily on
improving content knowledge and core academic skills
while implementing more rigorous coursework. While
undeniably important, in the absence of an existing school
culture where students see an obvious link between their
present education and future success, students struggle
to take their education seriously.® It is a challenge to
improve academics and motivate students when more
than half of their peers do not pursue a meaningful post-
secondary pathway—as is the case in Philadelphia public
high schools. Instead, in these situations, increased rigor
and difficulty can actually result in students disengaging
from their studies entirely.



Furthermore, many existing college access providers only
serve a specific subset of students, either those who are
academically high-achieving or, at the very least, self-
selected. Although these organizations certainly achieve
success on a case-by-case basis, little is done to address
the underlying issues that exist within the schools their
students come from. These schools remain places
defined by their low expectations and poor outcomes. By
focusing their efforts only on particular cohorts, providers
are limited in their ability to produce any long-term
sustainable impact across the city.

Culture First

The effectiveness of a school is often determined by a
complex array of contributing factors and influences, but
research has shown that one of the greatest and most
consistent predictors for a student’s post-secondary
success is whether or not he/she has attended a school
with a strong college-going culture.® These schools
successfully create learning environments where students
understand the value of higher education, connect
present performance to future goals, believe a post-
secondary education is a tangible reality, and receive
consistent individualized support. Even further, schools
characterized with these aspects averaged fewer
absences and failures, as well as higher grades than those
without a strong college-going culture. Unfortunately,
schools in underserved communities face numerous



challenges that prevent them from creating these kinds of
conditions. That's where we come in.

12+ partners with high schools to build positive,
sustainable cultures that inspire academic achievement
and empower students to pursue education beyond 12th
grade. Present from the beginning of the school day to
hours after it ends, our team is committed to providing our
school partners the help needed to serve every student's
educational needs while creating a powerful movement
that redefines what is possible.

Through our evidence-based, whole-school approach, we
aim to transform school culture by focusing on three key
areas: 1) the environment, 2) the human capital, and 3)
the message.”8

The environment: PLUS CENTERS

Built within the walls of our partner schools, PLUS Centers
act as hubs of college, career, and academic resources
previously unavailable to the student body. The Center is
a space where students can safely explore their interests
and receive the help needed to achieve their present and
post-secondary goals. Each one is outfitted with a fresh
and engaging design intended to highlight student
achievement, promote learning and create a welcoming
environment. This positive environment serves as a
catalyst for the climate we aim to promote throughout the
rest of the school, so that every student develops a



shared sense of belonging and support.
The human capital: FELLOWS INITIATIVE

Strong school cultures require equally strong systems of
support. That's where the Fellows come in. Fellows are
highly trained, recent college graduates who provide
individualized support to every student—not just a select
few. They represent a workforce that can be deployed
cost-effectively and quickly into a setting where their
youth and energy can best be capitalized, and they supply
under-resourced schools the human capital required to
address their students’ unique post-secondary, academic,
and social needs.

Fellows act as full-time advisors, tutors, and mentors, with
the goal of equipping students with the information and
skills to become successful learners. When it comes to
applying to college, Fellows provide high-level, dedicated
support ranging from identifying best-fit schools to
obtaining financial aid, in order to ensure successful
enrollment. Above all, Fellows strive to build meaningful
relationships that place the well-being of the student as
the highest priority. By developing relational trust, a
community where students feel supported and
empowered to succeed academically is steadily fostered.

The message: BELIEVE | ACT | INSPIRE

Emerging research has shown that an individual's mindset
—the beliefs and perception of oneself in relation to



learning—has substantial effects on school performance,
especially amongst minority students.® As a result,
through every 12+ workshop, advising session, or
program activity, our team works to help students develop
strong, positive mindsets about who they are and what
they are capable of achieving. We direct our students
along a pathway where they first identify their strengths
and learn to BELIEVE in themselves, then ACT on those
beliefs by pursuing their goals with the support of 12+
staff. Finally, we strive to raise student leaders who
INSPIRE others to follow in their footsteps.

Impact and Growth

Through our evidence-based, innovative approach, we
have already helped improve the college-bound rate at
our partner schools (serving >1500 students annually)
from an average of 13 percent to over 80 percent in just a
few short years, a remarkable development that has
allowed our schools to shed their images as chronically
underperforming neighborhood schools. When students
witness their peers—who have come from similar
backgrounds—successfully pursue a post-secondary
education, they begin to see college as a tangible
possibility and develop a newfound respect for their
present education. As a result, attendance and graduation
rates have improved, grade point averages have
increased, and students have stated a greater sense of
belonging within their respective schools. All of these



components have steadily cultivated a positive culture
that builds upon itself every year, and grows in its
influence and impact towards students.

12+ is currently supported through a diverse funding
stream comprised of grassroots donors, board members,
philanthropists, corporate sponsors, and foundations. We
are also an approved vendor to the Philadelphia School
District, which permits us to receive federal, Title | funding
from our partner schools. This past fall, we secured a
unique partnership with a for-profit, private education
company that has committed to donating a percentage of
its gross revenue exclusively to 12+ every year. This will
provide 12+ a consistent source of annual revenue with
which to fund our operations. Our hope is that with
increased support from both the local, state and federal
government levels we may be able to scale our operations
into all neighborhood schools in Philadelphia.

Our model is designed to be financially sustainable since,
1) launching each PLUS Center is a low-cost, non-
recurring expense that requires little ongoing maintenance
(e.g., no utilities, no rent), 2) Fellows represent a talented
and effective team of individuals that can be deployed
inexpensively and efficiently into schools, and 3) focusing
on building sustainable college-going cultures should
gradually remove the need for 12+ staff as schools build
upon postsecondary successes every year.
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