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executive summary 

The Casey Foundation’s Children and Family Fellowship Program has fostered and supported leaders in 

the human services field for nearly 20 years. There are 93 current and former Fellows living and working 

in 26 states, Washington, D.C., and two foreign countries.1 Eight states and Washington, D.C., are home 

to three or more Fellows, and the Fellows in these nine places account for 71 percent of all of the Fellows 

in the program. 

It seems reasonable to assume that in places where there is a concentration of Fellows, say three or more, 

they might at times choose to work together on projects of mutual interest and concern and as a result 

have a better chance of improving the lives of children and families, and at greater scale, than they might 

otherwise. But is that the case? This report explores what has happened among Fellows in Atlanta, Balti-

more, the Bay Area, and New York to try to answer that question.  

Through a series of interviews with Fellows in these four geographic areas, we have learned the following:

•  Despite sometimes significant barriers to doing so, Fellows in all four places have found ways to work 

together on projects, large and small, some of which have had or seem likely to have a major impact 

on organizational practice and public policy. Those efforts are detailed in the narrative portion of this 

report. 

•  While Casey Fellows who live and work in the same place2 do sometimes work together on projects and 

initiatives, geography is only one factor that brings them together. Timely and substantial investments 

of dollars, attention, and reputation by Casey; access to a resource-rich nexus, such as a community 

foundation or public agency; alignment of their fields and organizations; the presence of people and 

organizations who act as connectors; and individual leadership—that ineffable, indispensable quality—

all have as much, or more, to do with Fellows working together for results as place does. Absent these 

other factors, the fact is that several or more Fellows living and working in one place is unlikely to con-

tribute to broad impact or scale. Their presence in the same place carries potential but by itself is simply 

not enough.

•  When Fellows do work together, it is in dyads, not in a large group.3 Conversations at the local (and 

national) level about working together as a group have not yielded tangible results. Instead, Fellows 

team up, one-on-one, when there is sufficient mutual self-interest and organizational alignment to 

impel them. 
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•  The Fellowship Network itself has laid the groundwork for cooperative endeavors in some cases, 

or at least made it easier. Fellows express a sense of shared values, commitments, and knowledge of 

each other. Often basic trust exists between them from their experiences in the Fellowship and at the 

Network meetings. That may make it more comfortable, and likely, in some cases, for them to seek each 

other out as collaborative partners when opportunities arise. 

•  The Fellows point to a number of issues that hamper efforts to work together for common results 

more frequently, and time—not enough of it—is the single most common factor that Fellows cite as a 

barrier. Time is a real challenge. Fellows lead busy lives with demanding jobs and their responsibilities 

do not always fit neatly into a nine-to-five routine; evenings are often given over to work, too. All of 

the Fellows have familial, social, and spiritual commitments beyond work that require their attention; a 

number have young children and their days are framed by the necessities of childrearing. 

•  Time constraints also limit social contact with other Fellows. While the chance to socialize does not 

necessarily lead to professional collaboration, it can help to establish a foundation by building trust, 

reinforcing ties, and increasing awareness of each other’s projects, interests, and commitments, all of 

which can facilitate collaboration if and when opportunities arise. Social relationships and friendships 

play an important role in some projects that Fellows have worked on together and suggest the value of 

regular social contact. Absent time and impetus to get together socially, the prospects of connecting to 

work together may be diminished.

•  Some Fellows have deep extended networks in their fields that give them the resources and the relation-

ships they can rely on at crucial points in their work; the relatively small group of Casey Fellows in any 

one place does not offer comparable resources in those cases. 

Place matters. Each place comes with its own history and cultural and social mores, and the political 

and economic realities of place create the context of the work. All this influences how and when and for 

what purposes Fellows reach out to other. But place is not a singular or determining factor. Proximity 

does not guarantee or even appear to increase the likelihood that Fellows will work together to achieve 

results and greater scale. For that we must look at other elements—investments, resources, connectors, 

alignment, and individual leadership—for clues.  
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introduction

In 1993 the Annie E. Casey Foundation launched its Children and Family Fellowship, a unique executive 

leadership program for accomplished professionals in the human services fields. The Fellowship was 

designed with two objectives in mind: 

•  to increase the pool of visionary leaders with the confidence and skills to lead organizations, from small 

community-based nonprofits to large public systems, that could positively impact the lives of vulnerable 

children and families; and 

• to prepare leaders to direct and manage large-scale system reform and community change efforts. 

The Fellowship began with an inaugural class of 10 men and women. Nearly two decades later, there are 

93 alumni Fellows in the program.4 Casey Fellows live and work in 26 states, the District of Columbia, and 

two foreign countries. Eight states and Washington, D.C., currently have between three and 16 Fellows. 

(See the appendices for a map and a list of Fellows by place.) The Casey Fellowship Alumni Network offers 

ongoing opportunities for professional collaboration and leadership development, and is an important 

source of professional and personal support, allowing Fellows to sustain valued relationships with others 

engaged in the same tough, demanding work.5 The Fellowship represents a significant investment by the 

Casey Foundation in the future leadership of the human services field and in the futures of children and 

families in some of the toughest neighborhoods in the United States.

It is all about the work—how to improve outcomes for the most vulnerable children and families and how 

to have the greatest impact. One might hypothesize that having, say, three or more Fellows in one place 

would increase the likelihood of collaboration between them and as a result perhaps increase the scale of 

their efforts. But is that true? Does having a significant number of Fellows in one place create an opportunity 

for greater impact for Casey’s investments in leadership, or not? What are the components that are likely to 

contribute to some kind of sustained collaboration between Fellows, and what constrains those connections? 

The purpose of this report is to better understand what happens—and does not happen—when a number 

of Casey Fellows live and work in the same city or region, and to examine the factors that have contributed 

to and hampered greater connection and collaboration in four sites. Fellows in Atlanta, Baltimore, the Bay 

Area, and New York City were interviewed for this report. Their insights, experiences, and observations 

shed light on the challenges that Fellows face in connecting professionally and personally with others in 

their city or region and on some of the factors that make that more likely to occur.

There is no particular expectation that Fellows should work together when they go back home after the 

completion of their Fellowship; this is not a program requirement or expectation. But there is a desire to 
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know whether there is untapped potential to have greater impact or to reach greater scale when a number 

of Fellows live and work in the same place. If so, what might increase the likelihood of that happening 

in more places? This report explores these questions and seeks to understand what happens—or could 

happen—when a concentration of Casey Fellows live and work in the same area.

Methodology

This report tells the story of four places: Atlanta, Baltimore, the Bay Area, and New York City. The analy-

sis is based on phone and in-person interviews with 24 alumni Fellows and on data from a survey to assess 

the type and frequency of contact between Fellows in each place. The Fellows were identified by Donna 

Stark, Casey’s Vice President for Talent and Leadership Development, and Barbara Squires, Director of 

Leadership Development. The Fellows who were interviewed represent a subset of Fellows in each state. 

In Atlanta, six Fellows were interviewed; four were interviewed in Baltimore; seven in the Bay Area; and 

seven in New York City. (One of the Fellows interviewed for the Atlanta story, Edward Chisolm, a long-

time Casey associate, lives and works in Savannah; Gail Hayes, Casey’s Atlanta Civic Site director, was 

also interviewed. Chisolm’s far-reaching perspective and Hayes’s role in Atlanta were deemed essential to 

the Atlanta story.) 

It is beyond the scope of this report to provide a quantitative analysis that measures the broad impact on 

the lives of disadvantaged children and families that the Fellows’ work in any particular place may have 

or that compares impact within or across sites.6 The variables are many and inconsistent across sites. The 

attempt at comparative analysis to measure population impact quickly comes up against the hypothetical: 

Greater impact compared to what? While two or more Fellows working together could have significant 

impact, for instance, it is entirely possible that individual Fellows working on their own, or working with 

non-Casey Fellows in their field, could have as great or a greater impact in terms of scale. Still, it is possi-

ble to begin to discern in these four distinct stories what can and does happen when three or more Fellows 

begin to work together and the factors that may foster that or cause it to falter. 

The number of Fellows in a place is only one factor that contributes to effective collaboration between 

Fellows and may not even be the most significant. The role of individual leadership; the degree of con-

nectedness across fields, sectors, and geography; and the extent and duration of Casey’s attention and 

investments in each place all play important roles. The four places we consider here are home to a signifi-

cant number of Fellows, and each place has its own story to tell about the ways they have worked together 

and supported and learned from each other, and what has come of that. 
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Survey reSultS

A survey was conducted by phone and in person to help establish the type and frequency of contact 

between Fellows in each place. The survey did not attempt to assess the depth or duration of particular 

relationships, though these factors were sometimes mentioned and described in the narrative interviews. 

The responses were by nature subjective. Respondents were asked to estimate within the time frame of 

“the last few years” how many times they had had specific kinds of contact in a year with one or more 

Fellows in their city or region who were also selected for interviewing. For several Fellows, who had 

recently changed jobs, there was difficulty quantifying types and frequency of contact, which had changed 

with the transition to the new job. In that case, “before” and “after” answers were recorded. 

The types of contact surveyed fall into two broad categories: 1) social and 2) professional. A verbal defini-

tion of each type of contact was provided to each participant and clarifying questions were elicited and 

further explanation given when requested. Participants were asked to self-report the frequency of each 

type of contact per month or year, whatever measure worked best for them in each category. All responses 

were converted to “contacts per year.” 

The categories of contact are not exclusive. For instance, peer support can be offered in a social setting 

over drinks, or a meeting at the office, or during a chance meeting at the farmer’s market, for that matter, 

and may be reported variously as “peer support” or “social” or even “professional” contact. Respondents 

were encouraged to pause and clarify for themselves what type of contact most closely aligned with their 

experience and to avoid, if possible, double reporting in more than one category.

The comparative chart on page 6 reflects the average number of contacts of each type per year among 

Fellows in each of the four places.7 (In Atlanta, Gail Hayes, who is not a Fellow, was not included in the 

averages in the cross-site comparative chart, though her responses are included in the Atlanta survey 

results chart on page 17. Edward Chisolm, who is a Fellow, was included in both charts.) Survey results 

for each place, with the number of contacts of each type per year for each of the participants, are included 

at the beginning of each of the four stories. 

The frequency or infrequency of contact among Fellows does not guarantee greater results or scale, or 

establish the outcomes of those contacts. Indeed, evidence of greater social contact between Fellows, for 

instance, may be simply a reflection of people working closely together and wanting to extend that contact 

into the social arena, as seems to be the case among the Fellows in Baltimore. (Baltimore is an outlier in 

several of respects. The number of times the Baltimore Fellows report attending meetings with each other 

was far greater than any of the others sites, at nearly 100 meetings a year. [See comparative chart on page 

6.] This undoubtedly reflects the fact that the four Baltimore Fellows worked with each other in closely 

aligned departments and agencies, and had many standing weekly meetings between them.)

The frequency of contacts in meetings and professional settings is, of course, no guarantee of greater 

impact, scale, or results—anyone who has spent their lives in professional meetings recognizes that sad 

truth. But the survey results do begin to suggest something. They create a map of the frequency of con-

tacts and corroborate that a fundamental prerequisite for collaboration and working together exists to a 

greater or lesser degree. The narrative portion of the report will suggest some possible meanings for these 

numbers and reflect upon the likely conclusions that can be drawn from them. 
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the 
bay area

he Fellows in the Bay Area share a common desire to connect with 

each other in a variety of ways, and they do connect, though not 

as often and as deeply and as strategically as some of them would 

like. Time constraints, disparate fields and organizational missions, and geog-

raphy—the Bay Area presents formidable transit challenges—are cited as 

barriers to closer, more frequent, and more purposeful contact. Still, several 

Fellows have identified ways to work together on projects of mutual need 

and interest that impact the lives of disadvantaged children and families and 

that show a potential to have a positive impact on many more, and those are 

detailed below.  

The Bay Area Fellows trace their connections to each other back decades in 

some cases. Their professional lives have overlapped, and some of them have 

worked and continue to work in the same fields. They have succeeded each 

other at agencies, funded each other, and supported each other for public 

office. Linda Asato stepped in as executive director of the Wu Yee Children’s 

Services after Norman Yee left that position to begin his Casey Fellowship. 

She had served on Wu Yee’s board of directors while Yee was still with the 

organization. Carla Dartis, an independent consultant, knew Yee and was 

influenced by his community engagement work in San Francisco, while Dartis 

was doing similar work in the East Bay. Fred Blackwell knew Carla Dartis 

from her time in the East Bay, while Blackwell was leading Casey’s Making 

Connections work in Oakland. All of the Fellows have connected with and 

learned from Mitchell Salazar and his three decades of work in the Mission 

District. “The things Mitchell fights for,” says Yee, “are the things I fight 

for.” Some met or renewed their acquaintances as classmates in the Fellow-

ship. Asato, Dartis, and Salazar were in Class 4, in 2000. Tony Thurmond and 

Blackwell were classmates in Class 7, in 2007. 

Yet despite these long-standing relationships, and the many professional and 

social threads that bind them, their ongoing connections remain episodic. The 

strategic work-related needs that might motivate them to connect with each 

other around common results have not been strong enough to cause them 

to act together, with two important exceptions. Fred Blackwell and Mitchell 

Fellows

Linda Asato 
Executive Director  

Wu Yee Children’s Services

Fred Blackwell 
Assistant City Administrator  

for Oakland8

Janet Carter 
Executive Director 
Team Up for Youth

Carla Dartis 
Independent Consultant9

Mitchell Salazar 
Director of Workforce 

Development  
Mission Neighborhood Center

Tony Thurmond 
Senior Director for  

Community-Based Programs 
Lincoln Child Center

Norman Yee 
School Board Member 

and Board Vice President 
San Francisco Board of Education

T

overview
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Salazar have worked together on workforce training initiatives that have the potential to reach significant 

scale; and Blackwell turned to Carla Dartis, during her tenure as managing director of the Tides Center, 

to help build resident capacity and improve board governance for a neighborhood group, with the poten-

tial result of major new investments for community needs. These two examples are significant not only 

for their impact on low-income families, but also because they point to possibilities for collaboration 

and scale and help us to see what it might take to move Fellows in the Bay Area and elsewhere to work 

together in a deliberate manner, and what form that might take. 

Other Fellows in the Bay Area, who have not found that common ground for a variety of reasons, express 

a sense of disappointment and missed opportunity. “We’re all so dispersed,” says Carter. “What we all 

care about doesn’t rise above the level of our own priorities. Someone from Casey comes to town and 

that’s what gets us together. Some Fellows are always there. Some never.” Asato feels it would be valuable 

to meet more regularly, even if those gatherings did not lead to collaborative work. “There are things 

to talk about, even if our sectors are a bit different,” she says. “We’re still engaged in our careers. I feel 

there’s potential. We have intellectual resources, we’re quite rich in perspectives. We should value that. 

 0 1 12 12 1.5 2.5 4

 3.5 1 12 2 18 1 0

 1 0 12 0 0 0 0

 5 1 4 4 1 2.5 2.5

 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

 1.5 2.5 6 1 0 1.5 2

 1 0 1 0 0 1 0

 1 2.5 6 48 4 1 5

 0 0 3 0 1.3 0 0

 0 2.5 2 12 2 2 0

 2 1 1 1 6 1 1

 Asato Blackwell Carter Dartis Salazar  Thurmond  Yee

Social

Informal

Personal/Friendship

Peer/Support

Peer/Coaching

Hiring Recommendation

Job Recommendation

Professional/Meetings

Collaboration/Advocacy

Link to Resources 

Other

ReSpondenT

The Bay Area

oCCURRenCeS

Ty
pe

 o
f 

Co
nT

aC
T



10

We could learn a lot from each other—what they’re struggling with, reading, pondering. I’m always 

interested in that.” 

What are the factors that keep Bay Area Fellows connected to each other? What obstacles make it dif-

ficult to work together on projects of mutual interest? “Good intentions are not enough to get below the 

surface,” says Tony Thurmond. “Let’s analyze the common threads to build natural synergy. Let’s talk 

together and dream what’s possible.”

social connections

Social, inforMal, and PerSonal contactS

The survey and interviews reveal a network of social connections between Bay Area Fellows and point to 

a foundation of broad knowledge and trust that they could build on and use if and when opportunities to 

work together arise. The survey participants in the Bay Area report that they see another Fellow socially 

an average of 4.8 times a year. While the chance to socialize does not necessarily lead to professional 

collaboration, it can help to lay the groundwork for collaboration by building trust, reinforcing ties, and 

increasing awareness of each other’s current projects, interests, and commitments. 

Janet Carter has invited Fellows to her house on several occasions when someone from the Casey Foun-

dation was visiting from Baltimore. “It’s just social, without any real intention beyond that,” she says. “But 

you’ll learn things that are going on from everyone.” Several other Fellows report calling another Fellow 

to meet for lunch or drinks from time to time. “I’ll get together with anybody,” says Yee. “We’ll go out 

for a drink, to talk. We don’t have to have a reason. An informal gathering just to talk—things will come 

out of that. We’re all kind of smart, we have connections here in the area. Let’s put this together.” Yee and 

Linda Asato have also invited the Fellows to gather socially at their homes and in public settings, but with 

limited success. Three people came the first time; two the next. “It seems to fizzle,” says Yee.

Only one Fellow reported contacts that could be characterized as personal or friendship in the survey, 

although several referred to other Fellows as “friends” or indicated an especially close bond during the 

narrative interviews. Janet Carter and Dartis acknowledged each other as a close friend in the narrative 

interviews. “She’s my sister,” says Dartis. Tony Thurmond describes Yee as “someone I look up to—a 

veteran in the field, a very practical person willing to share his insights.” Thurmond and Blackwell both 

live in the East Bay and have friends and colleagues in common, and often end up at the same social gath-

erings. Yee describes his relationship to Mitchell Salazar as “close simply because he’s a likable guy. He 

forms bridges and he tries to use that to do the work.” In addition to social gatherings, Fellows are apt to 

bump into each other around town at non-work related venues 5.4 times a year on average, which gives 

them an informal opportunity to say a quick hello before moving on.
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Linda Asato

Fred Blackwell

Janet Carter

Carla Dartis

Linda Asato says that the Fellows often talk about working together when 

they gather socially, but that the talk remains abstract. “We talk about things 

but we don’t actually commit to partnering, that whole ‘how can you help me, 

how can I help you’ thing. I don’t think we’ve established the linkages to even 

get to that yet,” she says. “I don’t even really know what things the others are 

doing. I think if we knew how important issues are to each other, instead just 

general call outs like petition signing and fundraising letters, and what signifi-

cance the requests had, we might be more compelled to act. I’m still guessing 

about what makes the Fellows tick—what each of them are trying to do and 

why. I think we have a few more socialization steps to take before we get to 

that place where we do stuff together or for each other.” 

Peer SuPPort 

One way Fellows connect is by contacting each other for support by phone, 

e-mail, or in person. They all have demanding, high-level jobs and view each 

other as people with whom they share similar experiences and values and can 

discuss job-related issues. “I can count on my calls being returned and they 

can count on me,” says Dartis. Bay Area Fellows contact each other 3.1 times 

a year on average for some kind of peer support. “I’ll call someone and say, 

‘I’m thinking about this project. Do you know someone I should talk to,’ ” 

says Carter. “I usually want help thinking it out.” 

Peer support is offered and received naturally, as a matter of course, when 

Fellows get together to socialize; it is one of the benefits of getting together 

informally. The national Network Fellowship gatherings provide another 

forum for that kind of contact and are sometimes the easiest place for Bay 

Area Fellows to catch up with each other and talk. Yee remembers connect-

ing with Dartis one year at a national Network gathering. “We just started 

talking and connected really quickly, and now we have a lot to talk about when 

I see her.” For others, though, the opportunity to see friends and colleagues 

in their Fellowship class is the stronger draw at the national gatherings. “The 

class bond is stronger than geography,” says Blackwell. 

hiring and Job recoMMendationS

Occasionally Fellows are in touch about hiring opportunities and job open-

ings, or to solicit the names of promising job candidates, though this type of 

contact tends to happen more frequently through the national Network. Bay 

Area Fellows report contacting each other for hiring recommendations two 

times a year on average. Five out of the seven Fellows said they had never 

sought a job recommendation from another Bay Area Fellow, or been asked to 

provide one; Asato and Carter could remember one instance each. 
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other connectionS

The Fellows in the Bay Area are unique among the four sites in their efforts to 

support each other for public office and to rally each other to support public 

issues of mutual concern. “When people have run for office, we’re all over 

that,” says Dartis. Carter has hosted house parties for Yee during his success-

ful campaigns for the San Francisco school board, and she relies on him for 

advice about other candidates for public office that may be worthy of support. 

Linda Asato says of Yee: “We share politics.” Thurmond received financial 

support from other Fellows in his bid for the California legislature, and “they 

helped spread the word and supported me with contributions” in his success-

ful run for a seat on the West Contra Costa Unified School District. 

Dartis believes there is potential for Fellows to convert shared values and 

concerns into advocacy for policy issues. “The state of California is so messed 

up. What is the one thing we want to work on, or multiple related issues, in 

a unified approach? We tend to lament about what’s making us so mad, but 

trying to pull us all together—not so easy,” she says. “We’re all change agents, 

I know that. I look at Norman [Yee] and all the structural changes he’s helped 

make at the school board. He’s known so much for his work in early child-

hood in this state. It’s not just our expertise, but the broader social networks 

that people touch; that’s one of our strengths. Something has to make you 

mad and you have to see a path and move there organically. It doesn’t happen 

because we say ‘We’re all smart—let’s do this.’ ”

professional connections

ProfeSSional MeetingS

collaboration and advocacy

linking to reSourceS

While a number of Bay Area Fellows expressed the desire to work more 

closely with other Fellows, they report relatively few contacts with each 

other in their professional lives. They find themselves in professional meet-

ings 3.4 times a year on average, where they can look across a table and see 

another Casey Fellow. Only once a year on average, do they attend a meeting 

to pursue advocacy efforts or to build a broad collaborative with others in 

which another Fellow is in attendance. They reach out to or are contacted by 

another Fellow three times a year on average to link to resources. 

Mitchell Salazar

Tony Thurmond

Norman Yee
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the Work

There are two projects underway in the Bay Area that are shaped by collaborative efforts between Casey 

Fellows. Fred Blackwell, who was the executive director of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency, at 

the time, and Carla Dartis, during her tenure as managing director of the Tides Center, worked together 

on the Shipyard Legacy Project in the Bay View neighborhood of San Francisco. The second collab-

orative effort involved Fred Blackwell and Mitchell Salazar, director of workforce development for the 

Mission Neighborhood Center, in San Francisco; they have worked together on a workforce development 

initiative and worked together to advance La Tierra, a workforce development project of the Mission 

Neighborhood Center. 

The Shipyard Legacy Project

The Shipyard Legacy Project is a redevelopment project on a decommissioned Navy base in the Bay View 

Hunters Point neighborhood of San Francisco. Fred Blackwell administered a community benefits agree-

ment that was negotiated with the private land developer of the project, Lennar. The agreement sets aside 

a share of the net proceeds from land sales for the Shipyard Legacy Fund, a nonprofit organization, to use 

and invest for the benefit of residents of the surrounding neighborhoods, and calls for genuine participa-

tion by residents on the Fund’s governing board. The board helps determine investment priorities and is 

comprised of residents, people from the Mayor’s Office, the faith community, the community college, and 

business, and, at the time, Blackwell. 

Residents of historically African-American neighborhoods in the city have not always had positive expe-

riences with San Francisco’s state-funded redevelopment office; there was a long-standing sense that 

redevelopment initiatives too-often ignored the needs and wishes of low-income residents. Tensions 

surfaced on the Shipyard Legacy Fund board between neighborhood residents and others, including 

Blackwell’s office, as they tried to establish priorities for the funds. Original estimates about the return on 

the community benefits agreement were as high as $30 million—revenue that could be put to good use 

in the cash-strapped neighborhoods of Bay View Hunters Point—but also ratcheted up the stakes of the 

negotiations. 

Blackwell turned to Carla Dartis for help developing governance structures and strengthening relation-

ships among board members. Dartis, at the time, was the managing director of the Tides Center, which 

provides nonprofit management services to social entrepreneurs, activists, and institutions.  Blackwell 

knew her from her work in Oakland engaging residents in community-based efforts, during his tenure as 

site coordinator for Casey’s Making Connections initiative. 

“It didn’t matter that she [Carla] was a Fellow,” Blackwell says about contracting with Dartis, “except 

that it is helpful to have that deeper relationship already in place, that shared or very similar point of view 

about how the process should go. Carla and I shared a common language, values, and tools, so that made 

it reasonable to work together.” 

Dartis had her work cut out for her. “There had to be real alignment between the community and the 

redevelopment agency before we got to issues of governance,” Dartis says. “Some people wouldn’t even 

talk to each other.” Board members had to somehow establish basic trust, before they could begin to 
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consider how to use the monies. Dartis understood that the board needed help building and repairing 

relationships among key individuals, people from inside and outside of the neighborhood, before they 

could tackle other issues, and she organized a series of board retreats to help achieve that.

At the retreats, people began to listen to each other, with facilitation from Dartis and other Tides staff, 

and that made a big difference. “We were getting people to talk, having small successes. And I think 

people felt heard.” There is now a stronger governance structure and greater trust among key partici-

pants, and the board has been able to work together to establish investment priorities. 

Then came the crash. The economic downturn slowed real estate sales in the Bay Area, curtailing the 

payout of the community benefits’ share. Before leaving his job at the redevelopment agency, Blackwell 

was able to renegotiate the community benefits agreement to provide an advance payment of $1,000,000 

to the Fund, against future profits. 

La Tierra

The city of San Francisco will be pursuing $20 billion in capital redevelopment and infrastructure proj-

ects in the next decade, and La Tierra, a microenterprise “green” project spearheaded by Mitchell Salazar 

of the Mission Neighborhood Center, is designed to ensure that low-income youth are trained and hired 

to provide some of the environmental habitat preservation and maintenance work that will accompany the 

redevelopment efforts. Large project contractors will be mandated to pursue local hiring requirements, 

and Salazar hopes to position La Tierra to take advantage of those requirements. A portion of the rede-

velopment work will take place in sectors of the city with a high proportion of Black, Latino, and immi-

grant families and in neighborhoods in which public housing is located. La Tierra represents an effort 

to link low-income youth of color, in particular, with training and job opportunities in the green-collar 

economy. La Tierra follows a social business model and the intention is to return monies to its parent 

organization to help sustain social programs.

Fred Blackwell oversees a number of redevelopment projects in some of the same neighborhoods and 

among some of the same populations as Salazar. “We share a geographic and a population focus,” he says. 

“No one else does housing or real estate.”10 La Tierra builds on a jobs program begun in 2007 between 

Mission Neighborhood Center; San Francisco Department of Public Works; the Department of Chil-

dren, Youth, and Families; and the Department of Economic and Workforce Development. The San 

Francisco Redevelopment Agency collaborated with Mission Neighborhood Center to help Salazar craft 

a successful planning grant to the Department of Public Works for the initial summer youth job-training 

program, the pilot for La Tierra. 

Before Blackwell left the agency in 2011, he had helped Salazar establish contacts within the city bureau-

cracy and better understand its processes and internal requirements and networks. He also encour-

aged Salazar to apply for vendor status with city departments in order to be in a position to bid on key 

contracts. “Fred and I share common values about what should happen in this work,” Salazar says. “It’s 

strictly about the work.” Blackwell continues to consult with and advise Salazar informally as he moves 

forward with La Tierra and seeks other partners.11
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conclusion: barriers and aspirations

The Bay Area Fellows point to a number of factors that may hamper efforts to work together for common 

results more consistently. There is the real challenge of time. They lead busy lives, and their jobs come 

with responsibilities that do not always fit neatly into a nine-to-five routine. “We have overlapping 

responsibilities and concerns,” says Blackwell. “But the limitation is time and the support to keep things 

organized. Infrastructure. Everyone is too busy to be the glue.” Several Fellows mentioned the challenge 

that geography poses. Yet despite these obstacles, Blackwell sees potential, though he says “I’m not sure I 

feel strongly enough about our potential to ask the Foundation [Casey] to commit resources to help make 

it happen.” 

Thurmond wonders if Fellows might be motivated to meet regularly if there was a clear intention by 

Casey, perhaps along with some kind of support, to encourage Fellows to identify common needs and 

work together to meet them. “There has to be results connected to the work,” he says. “Otherwise the 

time investment isn’t sustainable.” He also suggested that the agencies Fellows work for might allow them 

time for meetings, to see where synergy may exist. And he suggested that a facilitator could help Fellows 

connect more often—“be the glue”—and help them create a map of overlapping needs, concerns, and 

issues, which might suggest opportunities to work together. “It could be done time-on-clock with support 

from agencies,” he says. “I’m on a treadmill. I need someone to back me up.” 

Norman Yee has another take on the issue of time. “My whole life is not just about solving problems,” he 

says. “Part of it is about solving problems but there has to be a balance. I have a family, a life, kids I’m not 

going to ignore. I balance my life.” But he agrees that there needs to be something, some glue to bring 

the Fellows together and hold them together more consistently. “Leadership by a group or individual 

would help,” he says. “But you also need an issue that is important and a message we can all understand.”

Dartis has a unique perspective on what it takes for people and organizations to work together effectively, 

what it is that binds them together. “Just because you have people in a region doesn’t mean there’s a 

reason to work together. Geography isn’t enough,” she says. “Collaboration doesn’t begin with the idea 

‘Let’s work together.’ Mutual self-interest brings people and organizations together. Collaboration works 

best with the right balance of self-interest and expertise. What you need and what you bring. When 

things emerge because those forces start to align, there is more substance, more integrity to the work. 

Things begin to percolate among people with skin in the game.” Fellows need to “look for opportuni-

ties,” she says. “What are the possibilities? There has to be clarity about what I bring and what is wanted 

and who wants it. That’s authentic demand.” 

Asato believes that the fact that the Fellows do not work in the same field or for the same agency makes it 

more difficult to find common ground. “I don’t know enough about what they’re working on,” she says. 

“I wonder also if we might be boxing each other in with labels and limiting our ability to partner; for 

example, labeling me as only concerned only about zero-five education or the Asian community in San 

Francisco.” Even episodic conversations, she feels, “would enhance individual work.” An assessment of 

their work and overlapping needs, she says, could be fruitful. “Let’s look at what areas touch. Children and 

families? Analysis and discussion about poverty? Why not have dinner salons and see where that goes?”
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atlanta

espite its rapid growth over the past two decades, Atlanta remains 

a small Southern town in many ways, with all of the burdens, easy 

familiarity, and epic history that implies. By almost any standard the 

region that the Atlanta Fellows live and work in invests less in health, educa-

tion, and welfare than any other region of the country, and the city’s majority 

African-American population remains constrained by relentless poverty and 

its attendant disadvantages. The obstacles are formidable, but the work of 

the Atlanta Fellows benefits from a confluence of factors that have helped to 

reinforce their connections, support their projects, and deepen their work on 

behalf of children and families in the poorest neighborhoods in the city. 

The story of Atlanta and the Atlanta Fellows12 is intertwined with Casey’s 

long and continuing investments in the welfare of the city. The Foundation’s 

parent company, UPS, is headquartered in Atlanta, and Atlanta is one of 

Casey’s Civic Sites, earmarked for special investments. Over the years Casey 

has funded several significant initiatives in Georgia in which Fellows have 

been involved, including the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, New 

Futures, and the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading. The Georgia Justice 

Project,13 where Douglas Ammar has worked for two decades, was the recipi-

ent of Casey’s distinguished national Families Count Award in 2006. Several 

collaborative projects fostered by Fellows in Atlanta (and detailed below) 

owe their beginnings to the intercession of Casey’s then CEO and President 

Doug Nelson; Executive Vice President Ralph Smith; and Gail Hayes, direc-

tor of the Casey’s Atlanta Civic Site, all of whom have played an important 

role in encouraging and funding projects with which the Atlanta Fellows are 

associated. 

The Atlanta Fellows also have had the good fortune of working in a state 

in which a Casey Fellow led the state’s family and child welfare efforts. BJ 

Walker became commissioner of Georgia’s Department of Human Services 

in 2004, assuming a position of considerable influence in matters of policy 

and budget.14 Walker came from Chicago, where she worked in the office of 

Mayor Richard M. Daley. After arriving in Georgia, she was in touch with and 

worked with other Atlanta Fellows “when there [was] a professional need,” 
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she says. “Work always comes first, relationships follow.” Walker’s presence in her position in Georgia 

afforded the other Fellows, at the very least, the sense that someone was setting priorities for the state 

that could conceivably benefit the very families they cared about and were working so hard to help.

A community foundation can play a key role in a city and the Atlanta Fellows have also benefited from 

the presence of  a strong and active community foundation. Since 1951, The Community Foundation 

for Greater Atlanta has been connecting community members, nonprofits, and others to strengthen 

the Atlanta region through philanthropy. Casey Fellow Tyronda Minter is the foundation’s director of 

regional impact. “While many know us through our direct work with philanthropists and our support for 

nonprofits, one of the key roles of The Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta is to serve as a com-

munity leader on a variety of critical community issues,” says Minter. She has helped Casey Fellow Sandra 

Barnhill strategize about her work. “Tyronda helps me think critically about how to move my agenda 
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forward and get to scale,” says Barnhill, the national president of Foreverfamily, a nonprofit organization 

for children with incarcerated parents. 

Minter sees the benefit moving in both directions, between her (and The Community Foundation) and 

the Fellows. “We call on each other when we need to,” she says. “We share a common framework and 

values. We all believe in partnering. No one organization can solve all the problems alone—they’re inter-

related, multifaceted problems—and it takes many to do it. I’m in a connecting role. There’s easy access 

between us.” 

What keeps Atlanta Fellows connected to each other? “To be frank, our belief in the power of partner-

ships and relationships keeps us connected,” says Minter. “All of us recognize that no single entity or 

individual can by themselves improve the quality of life for children and families in the metro region.”  

Walker remembers her conversations with other Atlanta Fellows as she was getting her bearings in a new 

job and a new place. “As a newcomer to Georgia, I sought the advice and counsel of the Fellows, particu-

larly those with deep roots in Georgia,” she says. “I had questions. ‘How do I approach the work?’ ‘Can 

you help me identify the right partners and ask the right questions that will move the work forward?’ It 

was a new environment for me and the Fellows were like having family on the ground here.”

There is a palpable ease and cordiality between the Atlanta Fellows. “There’s that Southern hospitality 

thing, something about gentleness, openness… it makes it easier,” says Barnhill. “There’s less sizing up, 

more safety to venture out.” They seem willing to give a new idea or a new way of working a chance, even 

if they’re not quite sure where it’s going; to be innovative, to take risks—perhaps out of necessity. They 

need each other to do the work they’ve set out to do. 

“We have nothing to prove with each other,” says Douglas Ammar. “So we can lean on each other. We’re 

willing to help. We’re willing to try.” 

The Atlanta Fellows attend to the hard facts of poverty and splintered lives every day and, when it makes 

sense, they seek each other out to work together toward mutual objectives that address those conditions. 

They are apt to bump into each other at meetings, at fundraisers, and in the same city neighborhoods, 

drawn together by crisscrossing purposes and challenges. They’ve managed to get together socially as 

a group a handful of times over the years, always over food, sometimes home cooked; often enough to 

reinforce existing bonds that go back decades in some cases. “When we see each other it’s not superficial,” 

says Sandra Barnhill. “We go deep.” 

While their contacts with each other are not as frequent or as purposeful as some would like, their social 

and professional bonds have yielded a number of collaborative projects (see “The work” on page 22 for 

details), several with potential to impact policies and practices in Georgia and well beyond. 
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social connections

Social, inforMal, and PerSonal contactS

The survey and interviews reveal a network of social connections between the 

Atlanta Fellows and point to a base of knowledge and trust they can tap into 

professionally as opportunities arise. The survey results show relatively consis-

tent planned or informal social contact, however brief; nearly once a month, 

on average. Atlanta Fellows see another Fellow socially 5.5 times a year on 

average. In addition they run into each other informally at fundraisers, cul-

tural events, and other unplanned encounters 7.2 times a year on average; 

long enough to renew a connection and catch up for a moment before moving 

on. Ammar and Barnhill live in the same neighborhood, for instance, and 

are apt to see each other at the store or at neighborhood events. Four of the 

six Atlanta Fellows identify other local Fellows as friends, people they see in 

familial or private settings unrelated to work or to the Fellowship; they see 

these friends 3.9 times a year on average. 

While the chance to socialize doesn’t necessarily lead to professional collabo-

ration, it can help lay the groundwork for collaboration by reinforcing ties, 

strengthening trust, and increasing awareness of each other’s current projects, 

interests, and commitments. When Minter and Ammar were selected for 

the Fellowship in 2007, Barnhill made a point of hosting the newcomers at a 

gathering. “We met at Sandra’s house,” remembers Minter. “We got to know 

each other, it was a nice turnout. It made us feel comfortable and told us what 

to expect.” The Fellows made a commitment to get together on a regular 

basis in each other’s homes, and did for a couple years, and then the meetings 

trailed off. 

Now their gatherings are less frequent, though they still manage to get 

together from time to time. Ammar hosted a home-cooked Lebanese meal in 

the kitchen of the Georgia Justice Project. “We enjoy a kind of wonderful fel-

lowship when we manage to get together,” says Minter. “We talk about family, 

work—it’s about bonding. We’re all hungry for connections, relationships, 

knowledge.” Ed Chisolm is a two-hour drive away, in Savannah, but when 

work takes him to Atlanta he will sometimes get in touch. “I try to reach out 

to Fellows,” he says. “Some of us have known each other personally for nearly 

20 years, a long time. Work and the personal connections have kept us in 

close enough contact. Knowing I can reach out to them has been a benefit.”  
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Peer SuPPort 

The Atlanta Fellows view each other as people with whom they share similar 

experiences and values, and can discuss challenges, issues, and opportunities 

related to their work. They reach out to each other for support 2.8 times a 

year on average, usually by phone and email. “Mostly it takes the form of 

one-on-one referrals back and forth,” says Jo-Anne Henry, who works as the 

state director for Community Partnerships for Protecting Children, a public-

private community partnership for the protection of children. 

Gail Hayes, Casey’s Civic Site director in Atlanta, has played a role in promoting  

connections between Fellows, and her relationships with individual Fellows 

are deliberate and multilayered. While she is not a Fellow, she has frequent 

contact with them, often one-on-one, and has sought to build relationships  

with them over the years. In fact, Hayes is far more likely to reach out to 

a Fellow to offer or solicit peer support (16 times a year) as Fellows report 

reaching out to each other (2.8 times, on average). “The importance of 

Atlanta in the Casey universe has risen over the years,” says Ammar. “Gail is  

largely responsible for that. She knows who’s out there and who to connect to.”

Proximity has also played a role. For a couple of years Jo-Anne Henry’s office 

was located in Casey’s Center for Working Families, in one of the Civic Site 

neighborhoods, and she often had contact with Hayes, when Hayes was in 

the neighborhood on business. “I talked with Gail often when she was here,” 

Henry says. “The Center was in the same neighborhood where we had a 

number of families with child abuse cases that we were working with.” 

Hayes and Tyronda Minter had offices down the hall from each other at The 

Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta, where Casey’s Civic Site offices 

were housed for several years. The Community Foundation has been and 

remains the fiscal sponsor for Casey’s Civic Site monies. Minter remembers 

being asked to join Casey’s then CEO Doug Nelson and Hayes in a conversa-

tion at the foundation offices about a project that Minter developed for fami-

lies in public housing who were transitioning into market housing. “We talked 

for hours about my work in this area,” says Minter.

Hayes routinely invites the Fellows to join her at Casey events in Atlanta and 

peer support is freely offered and received as a matter of course in these settings.  

Casey events have included receptions for the Foundation’s board of directors 

and for BJ Walker, when she was appointed commissioner, as well as regular 

meetings of the Civic Site Partners group. When Class 7 gathered in Atlanta 

in 2007, Hayes invited all of the Atlanta Fellows to a reception she hosted 

to honor five African-American women leaders. While Fellows’ attendance 

at these sorts of events naturally varies, all of these occasions offer them the 

chance to catch up and strengthen bonds with each other, and with Hayes. 

Tyronda Minter

BJ Walker

Gail Hayes
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Hayes recognizes the value of the leadership that Casey Fellows bring to the community of Atlanta. Hayes 

nominated Ammar for the Casey Fellowship (as did Barnhill), and she nominated Minter as well.  

Hayes has also initiated, been involved in, and funded projects with Ammar and Barnhill (see “The work” 

on page 22 for details).

hiring and Job recoMMendationS

The Atlanta Fellows are only rarely in touch about hiring opportunities and job openings, or to solicit 

the names of promising job candidates; this type of contact tends to happen more frequently for them 

through the national Fellowship Network. The Fellows report contacting each other for hiring rec-

ommendations .5 times a year on average. Four of the six Fellows report no contact for hiring and job 

recommendations.

other connectionS

There are several other ways that Fellows connect, as they report in the survey. Jo-Anne Henry often 

connects with other Fellows from Georgia at the national Network gathering, sometimes the only place 

for the busy Fellows to see each other and catch up. BJ Walker goes “to Sandra Barnhill’s benefit every 

year,” she says, to support Foreverfamily, the organization Barnhill leads. 

There are several funder relationships among the organizations that the Fellows work for. The Georgia 

Justice Project has received monies from Casey (Atlanta Civic Site) and The Community Foundation for 

Greater Atlanta. The Atlanta Civic Site has also funded Foreverfamily. 

Fellows have worked together to advocate for policy changes. Barnhill and Ammar have teamed up in 

public forums to advocate for families with incarcerated family members; Foreverfamily and the Georgia 

Justice Project serve some of the same families living in some of the same neighborhoods. “Doug is carry-

ing on that Southern tradition of organizing,” Barnhill says. “I’m about that too.” 

professional connections

ProfeSSional MeetingS

linking to reSourceS

While the Fellows share an easy familiarity and manage to connect with each other around town and at 

planned social events, their commitment to improving the lives of disadvantaged families and children—

their work and its imperatives—is what binds them to each other. “Contact is predicated on our work,” 

says Edward Chisolm, executive director of the Chatham Savannah Youth Futures Authority, in Savannah. 
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The context for that work is heavy with misery and history and promise. The window of Douglas 

Ammar’s office looks out on the grave of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Ebenezer Baptist Church, 

where King preached. “This region spends so much less than other places on the things we care 

about,” Ammar says. “The system, the climate here is terrible for the work we want to do. The social 

and political will for things we care about—it’s just not there. Our salaries are not as high, the pool of 

resources is smaller, and we are up against greater odds. The only way we make it is to lean on each other. 

We have to.” 

Barnhill sees her work in a similar context. “My work is in the Southern tradition of civil rights organiz-

ing,” she says. “Atlanta is a key place in the history of the civil rights movement. I grew up hearing the 

stories of activists and civil rights and I see myself carrying on that tradition.” 

The Fellows see each other across the table in professional meetings every other month, or 6.2 times 

a year on average. They contact each other to link to resources—a name, a funding opportunity—an 

average of 3.8 times a year. “I see people as resources, assets, and colleagues,” says Walker. “It’s the major 

way I connect.” 

The better Fellows get to know each other in social and professional settings, the more likely they may 

be to reach out when opportunities present themselves. “The better you know people, the easier it is to 

think of who to reach out to. Work is driving it. Do you have an interest in the same things? Where’s the 

natural connection? That’s what I’m looking for,” says Walker. Recognizing the commonality between the 

mission of Foreverfamily and the state’s efforts to address the needs of vulnerable children, Walker kept 

an eye open for opportunities that might create or reinforce connections between community partners. 

Barnhill says that Walker has “invited me to many tables where I wouldn’t have been asked to go.” 

collaboration and advocacy

Atlanta Fellows are more likely to engage with local Fellows in advocacy and collaborative efforts—an 

average of 4.7 times a year—than their counterparts in the Bay Area, New York City, and Baltimore 

report doing.15 Their inclination to engage in advocacy may be linked to the regional traditions of com-

munity organizing and the tactics and the achievements of the civil rights movement, still part of living 

memory. “Historically, and even now, you had to provide for needs and raise hell to be effective on behalf 

of those children and families forgotten by society,” Barnhill says. 

the Work

Necessity, trust, familiarity, history—whatever it is between the Atlanta Fellows, they have managed, over 

the years, to turn their connections into solid working relationships. No one person pulls it all together 

in Atlanta; no one provides the glue. But Casey’s investments in the Atlanta Civic Site and in Georgia, 

Walker’s strong leadership around issues impacting families and children, and Hayes’s efforts to build 

working relationships with the Fellows have all been important factors in strengthening social and pro-

fessional bonds among Atlanta Fellows. The Fellows have worked together—usually in tandem—on a 
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number of significant projects, some with regional and national implications. Gail Hayes has been active 

in a number of these endeavors. Collaborative efforts and projects between Fellows (and with Hayes, in 

some cases) include:

Coming Home

Coming Home grew out of the lessons learned from a three-year collaboration between Douglas Ammar 

and Gail Hayes. Their collaboration began in 2004 with a project designed to help relocate more than 

100 residents and their families who were forced to move from public housing by a redevelopment project 

in one of Casey’s Civic Site neighborhoods. Residents had 30 days to find new housing. More than 50 

percent of the residents had criminal records that would make it difficult for them to secure recertification 

of their Section 8 public housing voucher and find housing elsewhere. Ammar’s Georgia Justice Project 

team worked with the Atlanta Housing Authority (“it helped to have Casey at the table,” he says) and 

eventually won recertification for all but two of the residents. 

Over the next few years, GJP, Casey, and the housing authority worked together on two more projects 

to address the needs of public housing residents hampered by the civil impact of a criminal record. As 

a result of the joint effort, the housing authority changed the way it goes about voucher recertification, 

including its use of background checks and criminal histories and, significantly, has shown a willingness to 

consider a more holistic appraisal of each person’s life in reaching their decisions. It now considers what 

social supports and health and employment services residents are connected to, and what he or she has 

done and continues to do to keep their lives on track. “It was a huge validation of our work,” says Ammar. 

“Here a big bureaucracy, a huge public institution was validating the importance of a comprehensive view 

of the client, which had always been our approach—look at the whole person.” 

Ammar and his staff knew that the people they represented and others like them—one-quarter of 

Georgia residents has a criminal history—could best be served by a change in state law. For the first time 

ever, GJP added a policy position to its staff and began to advocate for legislative remedies that would 

address the impact of criminal records (charges or convictions) on the future prospects of state residents, 

many of whom face the same barriers as the people Ammar and Hayes had originally teamed up to help. 

The legislature asked GJP for draft language for a bill related to criminal record expungement, and it is 

expected to be taken up by both houses in 2011. GJP staff have participated in a number of public forums 

around the state to help people dealing with the systemic barriers that prevent them from getting on with 

their lives after an arrest or conviction, and mayors, county commissioners, and state legislators have 

spoken at the forums. GJP added 600 new clients in 2010 as a result. GJP’s Coming Home project now 

has three full-time attorneys on staff to provide direct services and policy advocacy, including advocacy in 

the employment and housing arenas, expungement support, criminal record correction, criminal history 

counseling, and criminal history revisions. 

Casey Civic Site and Prisoner Reentry

Sandra Barnhill is the national president of Foreverfamily, and Gail Hayes has provided grants to 

Foreverfamily for several years to run an after-school program for kids with incarcerated parents in  

one of Casey’s Civic Site neighborhoods. 
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Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative

Atlanta was one of the first places chosen to pilot the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative (JCYOI), 

one of Casey’s signature projects for adolescent foster youth. Casey asked The Community Foundation 

for Greater Atlanta to serve as its grantee and administrative partner in Atlanta. Tyronda Minter was 

hired by The Community Foundation to oversee the work of the initiative and to extend aspects of the 

initiative, including youth engagement, community partnerships, and asset-building strategies, to more 

Georgia counties. The Community Foundation and the Georgia Department of Human Services Child 

Welfare Department had worked together on JCYOI since its inception in 2002, long before Walker and 

Minter were hired in their positions.. 

BJ Walker became the director of the Department of Human Services in 2004, about the same time 

that Minter joined The Community Foundation. Together they worked to strengthen the partnership 

between their respective organizations, and their collaboration helped to strengthen the focus of several 

key nonprofit organizations in Georgia that work with youth in foster care. Walker and Minter developed 

an innovative funding model that combined federal monies and foundation monies to better serve youth. 

The joint public-private effort extended the reach and impact of the initiative. Their work has made it 

possible for every youth in foster care between the ages of 14–21 to have access to an individual develop-

ment account and financial literacy training. Today, nearly 5,000 youth across 129 counties in Georgia 

have access to the matching accounts.

Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta 

There are more than 700 community foundations across the country, each with one goal: to create a vital, 

philanthropic community within their geographic area. The Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta 

is one of the largest community foundations in the country. With its donors, the foundation averages 

more than $75 million in grants a year to an estimated 2,000 nonprofit organizations locally, nationally, 

and internationally.  

The Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta plays multiple roles: funder, provider of donor services, 

fiscal sponsor, community partner, advisor, and convener. In her capacity as the foundation’s director of 

regional impact, Tyronda Minter oversees community initiatives in several areas, including youth tran-

sitioning from foster care and environmental sustainability. She is also charged with ensuring that the 

foundation increases in presence, public awareness, knowledge, and relationships in 23 counties across 

Georgia. Minter serves as a strong community connector.  

Douglas Ammar, with the Georgia Justice Project, sees The Community Foundation as a trusted advisor 

on ways to strengthen his organization and on staff development issues. Ammar was seeking ways to 

save money on utilities in the building owned by his organization. Minter introduced him to the staff at 

Southface Energy Institute, an organization that helps nonprofits find ways to “green” their facilities and 

save money on utilities better spent on services. Through The Community Foundation’s Grants to Green 

project, the Georgia Justice Project received an assessment of its facility and recommendations that will 

help the organization compete for up to $50,000 to make changes to the building.
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Sandra Barnhill called on The Community Foundation to serve as a convener for Foreverfamily, to bring 

together practitioners in child welfare, particularly those who work with children in foster care and with 

incarcerated parents, at a daylong institute. Minter “lent a lot of support,” Barnhill says. The foundation 

arranged for a number of funders to attend and talk about their support of child welfare issues, and their 

testimony bolstered the interest of other funders at the table in the needs of children with incarcerated 

parents. The foundation has provided funding to Foreverfamily, and Barnhill often turns to Minter and 

others there for help with strategic planning and “moving forward with our program work,” she says. 

“One of the goals of the foundation is to strengthen the region’s nonprofits,” says Minter. “Like all non-

profit leaders, Doug [Ammar] and Sandra review the foundation’s grantmaking criteria and apply for 

competitive grants if their organizations are eligible.” 

The Community Foundation acts as the fiscal sponsor for Casey’s Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, in 

Georgia, as it did for JCYOI, continuing a long-standing relationship. 

The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading 

BJ Walker supported grade-level reading efforts during her tenure as commissioner and, in her current 

capacity as a senior fellow for the Casey Foundation’s Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, she has been 

able to continue Casey’s work in Georgia. Two-thirds of the nine- and ten-year-olds in Georgia are not 

reading at grade level and the initiative has some key allies in the state committed to turning that around. 

Both the governor and the state Department of Education have made it a priority to ensure that all chil-

dren in Georgia are reading at grade level. 

Walker has called on Savannah-based Fellow Edward Chisolm to help her build a public-private partner-

ship there. “I was looking for a pilot site,” she says. “I called Ed and said, ‘You’d be a good partner. Can 

you help?’ I used him to help me get to know people there, and Ed brought people to the table. If I hadn’t 

known him in the Fellowship, I might not have called him so fast. Being Fellows narrows that space, that 

gap, that window of getting up to speed on the work. You’re just there.” 

Chisolm is enthusiastic about the possibilities. “I’m sold on early learning,” he says. “We need to build 

multiple environments for children to learn in. I’ve spent my career as an advocate for children and youth. 

The issues I care about boil down to early childhood education, moral and values-based education, and 

character development.” Walker is working with Chisolm and many others around the state to reach the 

goal of increasing the percentage of Georgia children reading at or above grade level by the end of third 

grade from 35 to 60 percent by 2015.  
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conclusion: barriers and aspirations

No single person is responsible for what happens among the Fellows in Atlanta. They’ve all taken that 

obligation on, to greater and lesser degrees, one by one, project by project. No one factor accounts for 

why they persist in trying to strengthen those relationships and turn them toward pursuit of the common 

good. But Casey’s investments in Atlanta, Walker’s strong leadership on behalf of families and children,  

and Hayes’s commitment to building connections between the Civic Site work and the Fellows have all 

been important factors in strengthening social and professional relationships between Atlanta Fellows. 

The living history of the region, of the South itself, the place where they live and work, urges them 

toward certain conclusions and actions, and is a crucial aspect that shapes and influences their work. 

Timely and substantial private investments; access to a resource-rich nexus, like public agencies and 

institutions; and people and organizations that act as connectors all point to some of what is important, 

perhaps even necessary, if Fellows anywhere hope to work together in a deliberate manner and use their 

knowledge, connections, and resources to better serve disadvantaged families and communities. 

But there are real barriers to getting there. Casey Fellows, wherever they live, inevitably talk about how 

they might use their leadership abilities and their connections to each other to better serve children and 

families at the local level, where they live, and also at the national level. Nearly every class of Fellows, 

sometime during their first year in the Fellowship, decides it would be a good idea if all of the Fellows 

could work together in some manner as a national organization. But how? Around what issues? Organize 

affinity groups by fields? Become a national voice for children and families? Write editorials?

That was true for Class 6 (2003), Jo-Anne Henry’s class. She remembers a conversation that members of 

her class had about Fellows forming affinity groups by fields, but says it “never really took off. It takes 

time and effort to have those conversations and to identify the things we’d want to look at. There’d been 

talk about getting together around the big issues that affect all of us, all of our work. And many of us 

wanted closer bonding around the work. But it just didn’t go anywhere.” 

The obstacle of time—or not enough of it—always plays a role. Often it seems there are just not enough 

hours in the day to make it happen. Minter says it’s a barrier to greater collaboration in Atlanta. “It would 

take time and space to think things through and we often just don’t have it,” she says. “Maybe at the 

national meetings, setting time aside there, would be our best opportunity.” As difficult as it is, Minter 

feels it’s “incumbent on us to make time and space and find more ways to have greater impact.”

Edward Chisolm says “it would make sense if we could coordinate our efforts. But have we had that con-

versation yet? No. Are we making a difference as a group of Fellows? Not yet.” The connections that do 

exist, he pointed out, are usually one-on-one, and he suggests that that is perhaps the most natural way 

for collaboration to occur. “I work with BJ on early learning,” he says. “I know Sandra’s work. That’s how 

it tends to go. We contact each other—me to you—when work takes us there. Frequency of contact 

depends on the work.” Chisolm feels there is great value in the connections he is able to maintain. “We’re 

all out there at the community level making this thing work,” he says. “There is a price tag to taking on 
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this kind of work. A support network is essential. We can validate one another for work we’re doing. We 

all have boards we deal with, community meetings, residents, families we’ve known for a couple genera-

tions now. That’s where we connect.”

BJ Walker says that just because Fellows happen to live in the same city or region, it doesn’t necessarily 

mean they’ll connect. “It’s about the work and the people, not necessarily geography,” she says. “Every-

thing matters about the person.” 

Sandra Barnhill believes one of the strengths of the Atlanta Fellows is their approach to leadership. 

“Here, there is just something about how we lead. We’ve got this more feminist and womanist approach, 

not worrying so much about who gets the credit. When you look at things through that lens, it’s pos-

sible to get things done. And we need to get things done here,” she says. The history of the South influ-

ences how the Fellows in Atlanta approach their work, she says, and influences their aspirations to work 

together. “All of us understand in the South the pressing needs for work on behalf of women and chil-

dren. The great migration of African Americans left a huge vacuum here—the best and the brightest left. 

We’re still in that tradition of rebuilding, coming back and rebuilding. We understand the urgency.”

Walker acknowledges the impact a Fellow in a top leadership position of a large human services system 

can have. “The more Fellows who are in significant roles and jobs of leadership, the more resources 

they can bring to it,” she says. “Having someone like me there means you have an opportunity to align 

a variety of different funding sources and move the needle on results. It’s really important to get the 

bureaucracy to do something different.” 

She also recognizes some of the limits of individual leadership, particularly in public institutions. “I 

understand how much leadership matters in getting organizations to act and think differently,” she says. 

“And I know how fragile that is.”

Gail Hayes has worked closely with most of the Atlanta Fellows over the years and she knows them well 

and admires them. “The Fellows could have more influence than they think they could have,” she says. 

“The Fellowship is all about leadership and they use their leadership every day. If they decided something 

they wanted to come together on, I have no doubt they could do amazing things. If I ever do a piece of 

work that is about influencing policy, I would tap into them in a heartbeat. If I had to get a posse together, 

they’d be in my posse.”
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new york

he New York City Fellows live and work in a city of more than 

8 million people, in the financial and cultural epicenter of the 

country, and when it comes to getting together or working 

together, they have many choices and challenges. For most of them, the Casey 

Fellowship is an important network for social, personal, and professional con-

nections, but by no means the only network available to them or even in some 

instances the most valuable. There are thousands of professional workers in 

child welfare, education, social justice, and community development in New 

York City who have established an array of professional networks that the 

Fellows can, and do, turn to for support, advice, and connections. 

“Human services is a big sector in New York,” says Jean Thomases, an inde-

pendent consultant with more than 30 years of experience in human services 

in the city. “I network a lot with people in New York. It’s a networking kind 

of town. So if there is something I need, the Fellows are not necessarily who 

I would go to. There are lots of other people I can call.” The pool of Casey 

Fellows is relatively small—eight Fellows in the entire state of New York—

compared to the size and richness of professional networks that exist formally 

and informally in New York City, and it may be that the New York City 

Fellows are able to more easily and consistently access the resources, support, 

and relationships they need and value through those other networks. 

In the big arena of New York, the Fellows’ paths rarely cross at meetings and 

gatherings, and the fact that they work in disparate fields makes natural pro-

fessional affinities less likely. Four Fellows—Chris Caruso, Azadeh Khalili, 

Valerie Russo, and Anne Williams-Isom—worked for the City of New York 

in the Bloomberg administration at the same time and knew each other 

to varying degrees, but all have since gone on to other jobs. Two Fellows, 

Frances Kunreuther, director of the Building Movement Project, and Larry 

Murray, vice president and director of youth programs for the National 

Center on Addiction at Columbia University, are based in Manhattan, but 

most of their work takes them elsewhere in the country. 
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Additionally, like most Fellows in other cities, the New York Fellows report that they are more likely to 

have stronger connections with their Fellowship classmates than with other local Fellows; class trumps 

geography. Still, they report more frequent contact that they describe as “for friendship” than the Fellows 

in both Atlanta and the Bay Area and are nearly as likely as the Atlanta and the Bay Area Fellows to gather 

socially with their local Fellows. (When they do get together to socialize, it is nearly always one-on-one.) 

Thomases and Kunreuther have class and geography going for them. They were in Class 3 together 

and count each other as close friends. “We knew each other before, but our closeness came through the 

Fellowship,” says Kunreuther. Williams-Isom and Russo worked directly together in the Bloomberg 

administration, and became and remain close friends. 

The New York Fellows have rarely managed to gather as a group—not once in the past five years. Some 

of them lament that and would like to have more frequent social contact, and others accept it with a 

shrug. “It is what it is,” says Larry Murray. 
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The New York Fellows interviewed for this report divide neatly into two generational groups. The first 

group consists of Larry Murray, Jean Thomases, and Frances Kunreuther. The Fellows in the first group 

are nearing the end of their full-time careers, with 25 or more years of work behind them, primarily in 

Manhattan. The Fellows in the second group are mid-career, with 15 or more years of service ahead of 

them. The second group consists of Christopher Caruso, the senior vice president of The After School 

Corporation16; Azadeh Khalili, an independent consultant; Valerie Russo, the vice president of strategy 

and excellence for the Children’s Aid Society; and Anne Williams-Isom, the chief operating officer for the 

Harlem Children’s Zone. All four Fellows in the second group are parents with one or more young chil-

dren, and the demands of raising children are central to their lives and shape daily considerations about 

how they spend their time.

“We put in long hours at work and then run home to deal with our children,” says Khalili. “We cook, we 

clean, we do what we have to do. My husband is a stay-at-home-dad right now, but most women still are 

carrying the main load of child care themselves.” 

All four of the mid-career Fellows talked at length about the challenges of trying balance high-octane 

jobs with childrearing. The idea of wedging in the occasional drinks and dinner with other New York 

Fellows—as much as they might like to—has a hard time making it to the top of the list of priorities. 

While their contacts with each other are not as frequent or as purposeful as some would like, their social 

and professional bonds have yielded several projects (see “The work” on page 34 for details) that have had 

an impact on policies and practices in organizations and in public systems in New York. Williams-Isom 

initiated a leadership program while working for the New York Administration for Children’s Services, 

and enlisted Russo, also in a key position in ACS, to collaborate on the project. Williams-Isom and Russo 

teamed up on a second project related to minority-owned foster care agencies funded by the city. Finally, 

Chris Caruso, in his capacity as the executive director of generationOn, was aided by Williams-Isom, 

who serves on the advisory board for youth for the organization. From their different positions and per-

spectives, they were able to advance key ideas, tools, and practices with the generationOn board, such as 

results-based accountability, that may help to reshape how the organization approaches its work. 

Despite the demands on their time, most of the New York Fellows, especially those in mid-career, still see 

a value in trying to connect with each other, even without—or perhaps especially without—any purpose 

beyond socializing. “We’re all busy people with jobs and families and there’s only so much you can do,” 

says Russo, the mother of two young children. “But I can imagine enjoying their company if we got 

together. It’s a great group of people, with similar interests and values and the shared experience of the 

Fellowship. Do I have a specific goal for us? No. I don’t feel I could deliver on that. But would I like to 

reconnect without a lot of pressure? Yes. That I could do.”
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Larry Murray

social connections

Social, inforMal, and PerSonal contactS

The survey and interviews reveal a network of social connections among 

the New York Fellows—some strong and deep; most episodic—and point 

to opportunities to strengthen bonds, if conditions were right. While social 

contact does not necessarily lead to professional collaboration, it can help to 

build the broad knowledge and trust that the Fellows could build on and use, 

if and when opportunities to work together arose. In addition, most of the 

Fellows expressed admiration for and interest in their local Fellows and felt 

it could be beneficial just to get to know each other better, without any other 

agenda in mind. “I always like the Fellows, they all do interesting work,” says 

Kunreuther. “I’m not as linear as most people. Getting together doesn’t have 

to have a big outcome. People have different experiences and views. That 

always deepens my own thinking.” 

But efforts to get together as a group have not yielded much. “Nothing’s come 

of that in a sustained way,” says Thomases. “Early on we got together because 

someone was in town. Ellen [Schall]17 tried to be an organizing force but now 

she’s at the Wagner School and doing other things.” There was an effort to 

get together “a couple years ago,” says Murray. “We tried to get together 

but we couldn’t decide on a restaurant, the price range—we just couldn’t get 

together. People don’t play well together here.”  

While they have not managed to get together as a group, they do manage to 

get together one-on-one. In addition to the friendships mentioned above, 

Murray considers Khalili and Kunreuther as friends. Khalili and Murray meet 

over coffee on a fairly regular basis, though Khalili says that’s “harder since 

I’m a mom.” Murray and Kunreuther get together for lunch three or four 

times a year. Kunreuther also shares a special bond with Valerie Russo. “I 

just like her,” says Kunreuther. “I’m glad we have the contact.” Russo makes 

an effort to see Kunreuther once or twice a year, even with the challenges 

of motherhood. “I talk to Frances about trying to find a balance [between 

work and motherhood],” Russo says. “She’s a great listener and advice giver.” 

Williams-Isom and Caruso socialize about once a year—she was a sounding 

board for him when he was considering the Fellowship. 

These one-on-one connections have created a web linking the New York 

Fellows to each other; all seven interviewees are linked to at least one other 

Fellow in a significant way. For some, that’s enough. “It’s not in my conscious-

ness to get together more. Sometimes I think about it, but it doesn’t seem to 
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happen. There’s no compelling reason. The people I do see—that’s terrific. 

Some people you have a connection with, you just do,” says Kunreuther. 

“Larry is very conscious about it. He’s more of a connector. He pushes in that 

direction.” 

Aside from Caruso and Russo, Williams-Isom is not in regular contact with 

the other Fellows either. “But if something came up, I feel I could call them,” 

she says. Khalili agrees. “It makes a huge difference to have them in the same 

area,” she says. “We share a similar culture and language. We could do a lot 

together. We do connect at the national gatherings. But back in New York, we 

go back into our cubby holes.” 

Peer SuPPort 

The New York Fellows are less likely, on average, to be in contact with 

another local Fellow for peer support than Fellows in the other sites. They 

report being in touch for peer support 2.9 times a year on average. They are 

linked to networks of other professionals in their fields, in New York and 

around the country, and to their Fellowship classmates. When they need 

work-related support or advice, a call to another New York Fellow is not 

likely to be the first call they make. 

Williams-Isom was in Class 7, the first non-residential Fellowship class. 

“I learned a lot from all of my Fellows,” she says, “but it was a particularly 

unique experience to have so many of the Fellows be people of color. It was 

unusual to be able to go through this type of experience with people who 

came from such similar personal and professional backgrounds and experi-

ences. I think it contributed to exploring issues of race, class, and culture in a 

deeper and more comprehensive way.” The experience created important and 

long-lasting relationships between her and her classmates. When Williams-

Isom’s daughter was accepted to college, it was her Fellowship classmates who 

were among the first people she contacted. 

Khalili is a fellow in the Charles H. Revson Fellowship, a program for mid-

career leaders in New York City. Five hundred people in New York are part 

of the Revson network. “I’m very, very actively involved,” she says. “There is 

no coordinating person or office, but we have an active listserve for jobs and 

roommates, everything. We get together and email. I absolutely pay attention 

to the network—it’s full of high-powered people in all fields and in the foun-

dation world. We keep track of each other. We help each other out. There 

are more people in my field in that group. I don’t have to rely on the Casey 

Fellows to move issues forward.”  

Valerie Russo

Jean Thomases

Anne Williams-Isom
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hiring and Job recoMMendationS

The New York Fellows are only rarely in touch about hiring opportunities and job openings, or to solicit 

the names of promising job candidates. As with the Fellows in Atlanta and the Bay Area, this type of 

contact tends to happen more frequently through the national Fellowship Network. The Fellows report 

contacting each other for hiring recommendations 0.7 times a year on average; 0.9 for job recommenda-

tions. Christopher Caruso talked with Khalili, Williams-Isom, and Kunreuther before applying for and 

accepting his current position with generationOn. 

other connectionS

Frances Kunreuther invited Caruso to speak to her class at the Wagner Graduate School at New York 

University. Her professional interests include nonprofit leadership. “I don’t know him well but we had the 

connection through the Fellowship,” she says. “I had heard about him and I needed someone who had 

worked in government but was now in the nonprofit world.” They met for coffee. “It was a wonderful 

conversation,” says Caruso. “I was involved in a job search at the time and I talked to her about that too.”  

professional connections

ProfeSSional MeetingS

collaboration and advocacy

linking to reSourceS

Though the Fellows are linked to each other by a web of one-on-one relationships, their professional 

contact with each other on the whole is infrequent. “We’re mostly in different fields,” says Azadeh Khalili. 

“We don’t come across each other that often.” New York Fellows contact each other 1.5 times a year on 

average to link to resources such as professional contacts and funding opportunities. The Fellows in New 

York are less likely to find themselves across the table from another Fellow in a professional meeting than 

those in the other three sites.18 Their social connections to each other do not carry over into their work 

lives, on the whole. “It’s a personal thing between us, not professional,” says Larry Murray. Social connec-

tions can strengthen the knowledge and trust that underlie working relationships, and can translate, with 

the right opportunities, into collaborative work that can increase the scale of improvements in the lives of 

children and families. In New York this has not happened often, though there are several notable excep-

tions (detailed below), which might provide some of the elements to contribute to it happening. 
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the Work

There are three projects in New York on which Fellows have worked together, and their joint efforts 

have arguably had greater impact than they might have otherwise. Valerie Russo and Anne Williams-

Isom worked for New York’s Administration for Children’s Services in the Bloomberg administration, 

and their tenures and job responsibilities overlapped in significant ways. They teamed up on two efforts 

to improve services for children and families. And Chris Caruso, the executive director of generationOn, 

and Williams-Isom, who serves on the advisory board for youth for the organization, have doubled up 

to advance key ideas, tools, and practices with the board that may help to reshape how the organization 

approaches its work. 

The Leadership Academy at the Administration for Children’s Services

In the years before either was a Casey Fellow, Valerie Russo and Anne Williams-Isom worked for the City 

of New York, in the administration of Rudy Giuliani. They worked in the same agency, the Administra-

tion for Children’s Services, and for the same boss, and it was during that time that they met and became 

friends. Russo was selected as a Fellow in 2003, for Class 6, and four years later Williams-Isom consulted 

with Russo when she was nominated for the Fellowship. Williams-Isom is a member of Class 7. “We have 

that common language,” says Williams-Isom.

After her son was born, Russo returned to work, in 2005, and both of them continued with the Admin-

istration for Children’s Services, now under Bloomberg. “We worked closely together all the time,” says 

Williams-Isom, who was deputy commissioner of community and government affairs. “We were on the 

management team together, the brain trust of the agency. Ideas about leadership development were just 

in the water we drank. I was all about leadership development. It was a magical time to be working for the 

city and working for and with highly effective leaders.” 

After her Fellowship, Williams-Isom decided she wanted to create a vehicle to strengthen and improve 

the leadership capacities of mid-level managers in the agency, who had supervisory responsibility for 

frontline caseworkers, and to build a pipeline of qualified people for senior leadership roles. Most of the 

mid-level managers at the agency were African American; most of the senior leaders above them were 

white. Issues of race and gender were woven into the work of the agency, into the lives of the families 

they sought to serve, and into the makeup and hierarchy of the staff itself. Williams-Isom wanted to try 

to address the issue in part by promoting leadership training among the largely African-American (and 

female) mid-level managers. 

Moreover, a child had recently died while in foster care, under the protection of children’s services, in 

what became a highly publicized case. “When a child dies,” says Russo, “certain facts come to light. You 

unearth issues in the child protection work, pieces that were missing. It awakened a realization of some 

blind spots.” Williams-Isom’s response was to build leadership capacity and promote active learning and 

engagement within the agency and to strengthen the skills and knowledge of her team. Provide support, 

rather than just blame. Promote systemic and organizational change, as well as accountability. 
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“Anne took up this cause brilliantly,” says Russo. “As a professional woman of color, I think she felt it very 

deeply. She’d always been thinking about these issues as a Black woman and in this crucial moment she 

made herself available. She filled a vacuum.” 

The result was the ACS Leadership Academy. Russo was the deputy commissioner for the division of 

quality assurance for ACS, responsible for the agency’s training programs, and as Williams-Isom designed 

and built the new academy, she partnered with Russo to craft a program that could be securely embedded 

within the agency and protected from the vagaries of political change. “I tried to be her thinking partner,” 

says Russo. “We talked about content, the nuts and bolts of whom to contract with, how to institutional-

ize it.” 

The first few years of the Leadership Academy focused on the leadership development of managers 

already employed at ACS. Some of the elements of the program are akin to those taught in the Casey 

Fellowship, such as effective coaching, facilitation, and reflective practice. Today, all new managers are 

trained in the Leadership Academy, now in its fourth year. The academy collaborates with the Hunter 

College School of Social Work, which houses it, and with the Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of 

Public Service at New York University. Approximately 90 people have been through the academy to date. 

By 2009 Williams-Isom felt the academy was on solid footing. “Since I was committed to leadership 

development, I needed to move up and out to make a way for other leaders in the organization. My legacy 

was in place—this piece I cared so much about—and I wanted to do something more preventative and 

community based,” she says. She accepted a job with the Harlem Children’s Zone as chief operating 

officer in 2010, where she has since initiated a leadership development program for new and assistant 

directors, which includes training about using data and managing for results.

Foster Care Agency Evaluation

Under the leadership of John Mattingly, then head of New York’s Administration for Children’s Services, 

Williams-Isom and Russo co-led the city’s efforts to evaluate the financial and organizational capacities of 

small nonprofit foster care agencies. A number of foster care agencies, all of them led by people of color, 

had started up in response to the crack cocaine epidemic in the 1990s, with a commitment to finding 

homes for children whose parents were no longer able to take care of them. But the city was concerned 

about the viability of the agencies and the quality of services. 

“We wanted to look at the issue closely and carefully, instead of just closing them down,” says Williams-

Isom. “The agencies had contracts with the city, but many of the agencies were not funded adequately. 

Our goal was to bring attention to the issue, protect the agencies that were doing well, and identify strong 

nonprofits in the city run by people of color that were providing high-quality services to children.” 

Russo and Williams-Isom worked closely together for two years, representing the city on a task force 

with United Way and others. They began by establishing an advisory committee (run by United Way) of 

people of color from the community and a process for the fair evaluation of the viability of each organiza-

tion. “We worked very closely together in making some painful decisions about close-downs,” says Russo. 

“We sort of naturally turned to each other, given our professional and personal relationship. It was emo-

tional for us and we shared that sadness about what was happening to the organizations.” 
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The effort strengthened the city’s ability to evaluate the programs it funded and established precedence 

for including the voice and perspectives of community members and more people of color in the city’s 

decisions about issues impacting their lives and livelihoods. 

generationOn: Reinforcing New Ways of Working

Chris Caruso served as the executive director of generationOn, until he left in the fall of 2011 to take a 

new job. The mission of generationOn is to inspire, equip, and mobilize youth to take action that changes 

the world and themselves through service. Anne Williams-Isom has served on the board of generationOn 

and now serves on the advisory board for youth for the organization. At a board meeting not long after 

he began his job, Caruso talked to board members about the idea of focusing clearly on outcomes and 

results, and what that would mean for the organization’s programs and how they thought about them. 

When a board member expressed skepticism about being able to measure the outcome of certain strate-

gies, Williams-Isom stepped in to offer her perspective. 

“We didn’t plan it or talk about it beforehand,” she says. “I just jumped in and said, ‘What I think Chris is 

saying is…’ and offered what I knew from my experience running programs. Chris and I were really the 

only program people in the room. And I just said, ‘Well, for our 11,000 kids at Harlem Children’s Zone, 

this is what we do.’ It’s how you talk about the work and why we do this work. The kids always come first. 

That’s the result. We have to look at the assumptions that run our work.” 

Caruso was grateful for the lift from Williams-Isom. “Talk about people who have your back,” says 

Caruso. “Here’s Anne: Someone who understands exactly what you’re saying, uses the language your 

using, and has equal status with her fellow board members.” From their different positions and perspec-

tives, they were able to advance key ideas, tools, and practices with the board that may help to reshape 

how the organization approaches its work. 

conclusion: barriers and aspirations

The challenge of finding time to get together, even once in a while, remains a barrier among the New 

York Fellows, though that common challenge carries the nuances of the particular personal and profes-

sional circumstances of this group of Fellows. Four out of the seven Fellows interviewed are parents with 

one or more young children. The other three are veterans of the human services field, with decades of 

experience behind them and deep roots among networks of colleagues in New York and elsewhere. Two 

of the three, while based in Manhattan, do most of their work in other cities; and all three can glimpse 

retirement—if only in the form of a reduced work week—on the horizon. In addition, the Fellows in the 

second group are sanguine and less urgent than the younger Fellows about their aspirations for the group. 

“They are all terrific people. I would enjoy getting to know them better, knowing better what their work 

is, what they’re doing. We are a sort of natural affinity group. I know their values and commitments,” says 
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Jean Thomases. “But I’m in a transitional period in my work and life. The Fellows in general are not the 

group I would turn to for that connection, they’re not the first people I would call. I would call people 

closer to the work I’m doing. The truth is, we all have more people we need to look up and have dinner 

with that we can get to. In terms of the Fellows getting together, I don’t have aspirations around that. It’d 

be fine, but I don’t have aspirations.”

Frances Kunreuther says she has no real aspirations for the group either. “No,” she says. “It’s just not 

in my consciousness. It just doesn’t seem to happen. There’s no compelling reason.” She sees Larry 

Murray as someone who is proactive about connecting with other Fellows in New York. He reaches out 

to her and to several other Fellows from time to time, for lunch or for help accessing resources. But does 

Murray have aspirations for the New York Fellows, beyond the one-on-one contact he enjoys? “There’s 

no business pushing us to get together,” he says. “Is that about age? About time? It just doesn’t seem that 

important to them, or to me.” 

The young parents have family obligations at this time in their lives that shape their choices about how 

they spend their time. “Is there value in getting together? My answer after having a child is ‘no, no, no.’ 

I can’t afford it,” says Azadeh Khalili. “Still, if there was child care at the New York meeting, some way 

to make that happen, I’m sure I’d show up. Could we just go to a child-friendly restaurant? Someone’s 

home? I would love for us to get together quarterly if we made it possible for the mommies to be there. 

There could be a great benefit from socializing, coaching each other on next steps in our careers and 

work. We’re a smart group who could help one another.”

When Caruso was accepted for the Fellowship, he struggled with the daunting time commitment it would 

require, especially in light of being a father of two young children and with a new job just underway. He 

reached out to Williams-Isom, who helped him think about how he could balance the demands on his time. 

“How do you stay connected?” Caruso asks. “There have been great connections at the seminars but then 

it takes another kind of discipline to continue those outside, once you’re back home. You learn to practice 

going it alone. The Network offers an alternative to that go-it-alone approach, by connecting with your 

local Fellows and others. I do think there’s value in connecting, at least to inform each other about our 

work. But how do you make time to build those connections? Time is a generic challenge, but it’s real.” 

Valerie Russo agrees that the challenge continues to be finding time, though she recognizes the value in 

making those connections. “Sure, we’re busy people with jobs and families, but I could imagine enjoying 

their company. It’s a great group of people, with similar interests and values and the shared experience of 

the Fellowship.” She says she would welcome the chance to meet with the other women in the group for a 

specific conversation about balancing work and family. “I think there are ways to better use the women in 

the group, maybe as a peer group around the issue of balancing work and parenting. I don’t want to sound 

sexist, but it just seems more natural to have that discussion with women.” 

Even though their paths do not cross often, or naturally, Russo feels there would be value in gathering 

on a regular basis with all of the Fellows. “Nothing is static. Paths may cross professionally later anyway. 

The more real the relationships that you have, the better. Who knows where that can lead five years 

down the road.” Before she had children, she worked longer hours than she does now. After she became a 

mother, she had to work with greater intensity and fit the work into a schedule that suddenly had a lot less 
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flexibility. Her days are now framed by the necessities of childrearing, with children to dress and get out 

the door and then pick up again at the end of the day. What are her aspirations for the New York Fellows? 

“For myself, I just want to try to figure out how to be more connected,” she says.

The younger Fellows all expressed admiration, even a bit of awe, at the accomplishments and experiences 

of their elder Fellows, perhaps pointing to a valuable exchange that could happen between the genera-

tions. “I’ve had a good connection with Larry,” says Caruso. “He reached out to congratulate me when I 

became a Fellow. Frances and I emailed back and forth and met for coffee and had a wonderful conversa-

tion and she asked me to come in and talk to her class. And Frances introduced me to Jean and we got to 

talk at length at one of the Network meetings. She is just so connected in the youth and social services 

fields. They all know so much.” 

Anne Williams-Isom straddles the two groups in terms of her life circumstances. She has one child in 

college, one child in high school, and her youngest is in grade school. She is still juggling the demands 

that come with a high-profile full-time job and the demands of motherhood. At first she was unenthusi-

astic about the idea of getting together with the other Fellows on a regular basis. And then she reconsid-

ered. “Would it be so terrible to get together for the next one or two years in a concerted way with the 

New York Fellows? I know lots of people in New York already. But why is it all about me? Maybe I could 

be helpful to others. Maybe we don’t need a reason. It’s all about where I use my limited time. If Barbara 

[Squires, Casey’s director of leadership development] said, ‘Do it. Get together two times a year for the 

next two years and see what comes of that,’ I’d be there in a flash.”
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he story of Baltimore is the story of the relationships between four 

Fellows, the use they made of their connections to each other, and 

the imperatives that drove them. What they have done together—

and it is significant, and instructive—is inseparable from the investments the 

Casey Foundation has made over the years to help achieve changes in policy 

and practice in human services in Baltimore and Maryland. The connections 

between Casey and these four Fellows, and between the Fellows themselves, 

have had a remarkable impact on efforts to improve outcomes for vulnerable 

children and families, both in the city and in the state. 

Three of the four Baltimore Fellows met through the Fellowship and then 

hired each other when opportunities arose. They hired each other, not only 

because they were convinced that they were they best people for the job, but 

also because they sensed that they could work together as a team to advance 

efforts, first in Washington, D.C., and later in Baltimore and statewide in 

Maryland, to reform public human services systems. “My thing is using the 

Network as a resource for recruitment. I go to the Network first when I’m 

looking,” says Brenda Donald, who was in Class 2 of the Fellowship. In 2007 

Donald assumed the crucial position of secretary of the Maryland Department 

of Human Resources, which serves a half-million of the poorest, most disad-

vantaged residents of the state. “My main philosophy is to get the best people 

you can and then fully support them.”

Molly McGrath was in Class 4 and did her Fellowship field placement at the 

Child and Family Services Agency  in Washington, D.C. Donald was working 

for the city too, then, as the agency’s chief of staff. McGrath reported to Don-

ald’s boss. At the conclusion of her Fellowship, in 2002, McGrath was offered 

a position as deputy director of CFSA and worked there for a year before 

accepting a job in Mayor Richard M. Daley’s administration in Chicago.

“We stayed in touch after she moved back to Chicago,” says Donald. “I had 

just served as chair of the Network and Molly began her term [as chair] a 

couple years later. We had a constant connection.” When Donald became the 

secretary of the Maryland Department of Human Resources, “I reached out 

T

overview
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to Molly to see if she was interested in coming on as part of the Maryland team,” she says. “I knew Molly 

had the capacity and the interest in stepping up.” McGrath packed her bags. She served first as chief oper-

ating officer of the Baltimore City Department of Social Services and, in 2008, became the director of the 

agency. 

McGrath, in turn, was instrumental in the hiring of Rafael López as the president and CEO of the Family 

League of Baltimore City in 2009. “Except for Casey [the Fellowship], I wouldn’t be in Baltimore,” says 

López.19 McGrath served on the board of the Family League at the time of López’s hiring. López was in 

Class 7 and he had met McGrath when he interviewed for the Fellowship and gotten to know Donald at 

his first Network gathering. 

The Family League is an important agency in the landscape of Baltimore human services. The organiza-

tion serves as one of 24 local management boards for Maryland, the entities that plan, implement, and 

monitor child and family services at the county level and determine what services are needed within the 

parameters of the goals set by the governor’s Children’s Cabinet. Baltimore is the epicenter for human 

services in the state; the majority of the adults and children served by the agency live in Baltimore City. 

As the city goes, so goes the state—any reform efforts have to address what is going on in Baltimore. The 

Family League’s role and influence in shaping policy and practice is considered key. 

Donald served on the governor’s Children’s Cabinet, which manages state funds for the local management 

boards. McGrath and later López, in his new job at the Family League, served on the mayor’s cabinet in 

Baltimore. 
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Carnitra White is the newcomer to the Fellows group in Baltimore. She is in Class 8, which began 

meeting in 2010. But she has lived in Baltimore all her life and is the only Fellow native to the city. 

“People have moved here in the last three or four years,” she says. “It’s only recently that we’ve had this 

contingent of Fellows.”

White is a longtime employee of the state of Maryland. She started her career in 1993 with the Baltimore 

City Department of Social Services and worked her way up to her current position as executive director 

of the Social Services Administration, the agency that oversees the state’s foster care and adoption system, 

adult services, and child protective services. 

While McGrath began tackling the entrenched problems in the state’s social services system from the 

administrative offices in East Baltimore, White was busy implementing state policy from the central office 

downtown. McGrath and White quickly established a strong working relationship. “We work closely,” 

says White. “We discuss, negotiate, and strategize to improve the situation for kids. We collaborate every 

day around our jobs. It’s two-way feedback all the time.” White reported to Donald, during Donald’s 

tenure as secretary of the Department of Human Resources for Maryland,20 and considers her a mentor. 

Donald nominated White for the Fellowship and both McGrath and Donald “supported me through the 

process,” White says. 

The relationships, values, and commitments that bound the Baltimore Fellows together were made real 

by the overlapping nature of their jobs. They essentially all worked for the same agency or, in López’s 

case, in a closely related agency. And, it warrants restating, their proximity was intentional. Donald had 

recognized White as a valuable team member early on, when she arrived at the agency, and promoted 

her and cultivated her leadership. She then wooed McGrath back to Baltimore. When the job opened up 

at the Family League, where McGrath served on the board, it was McGrath who paved the way for the 

hiring of López. From then on, the four Fellows were poised to work as a team, usually one-on-one, but 

always headed in the same direction. 

Donald, in her capacity as the leader of the state’s human services system, provided the vision. “Brenda 

gave us the framework. When she came in she made it clear what the goals were and the direction we 

were going in,” recalls White. With crucial technical assistance from Casey Strategic Consulting, Donald 

launched a statewide initiative to create greater stability—permanency—in the lives of children in foster 

care in early 2009. She called it Place Matters. The results of Place Matters, on which Donald, White, 

and McGrath collaborated, and two other related efforts, spearheaded by López, are detailed below (see 

“The work” on page 45 for details). 

Baltimore was the perfect storm. What happened among the Fellows in Baltimore encompasses all of 

the factors that seem to increase the likelihood of successful collaboration between Fellows in any given 

place: timely and substantial investments, access to a range of resources, alignment of purpose, people 

who act as connectors, and individual leadership. Casey’s role as longtime funder and connector can’t be 

overestimated. 

Baltimore, like Atlanta, is a Casey Civic Site and benefits from significant ongoing investments by the 

Foundation in dollars, resources, connections, and perhaps most importantly, the attention of Casey’s 

senior management. The Foundation is headquartered in Baltimore and Doug Nelson, during his tenure 
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Brenda Donald

Rafael López

Molly McGrath

Carnitra White

as president and CEO, took an active, hands-on interest in promoting human 

services policy and system reform at the local and state levels. He committed 

not only the treasure of the Foundation but also its research capacity, tech-

nical assistance prowess, and influence to help advance and sustain reform 

efforts aimed at improving the lives of children living in Maryland’s toughest 

neighborhoods. 

In 2007, at the request of the newly elected governor, Martin O’Malley, Doug 

Nelson co-chaired the transition team charged, as it happened, with recom-

mending candidates for the recently vacated position of secretary for the 

Department of Human Resources for the state of Maryland. 

“He came up with a list of recommendations for the job of secretary of that 

department,” says Donald. 

Donald had been selected for the Casey Fellowship in 1995, in Class 2, and 

she and Nelson stayed in touch during Donald’s tenure in city government in 

Washington, D.C. “Doug thought the agency [in Maryland] needed a certain 

kind of leadership that he felt I represented. He basically dragged me into the 

job. I said: ‘If I take this job, I need to count on Foundation support.’ And 

he said: ‘Casey will be there.’ Casey had a real interest in Baltimore and they 

believed that strong leadership at the department would be better for kids. It 

was a desire to support a Fellow and the agency. It was kind of a no brainer.” 

The four Baltimore Fellows shared a common approach to their work and 

that aided their cause as well. “We’re good troublemakers together,” says 

López. “Together we try to understand how not to accept the status quo. All 

my jobs have been about helping the poorest communities. Here, in Balti-

more, I had people who also wanted to take risks orchestrating and securing 

funding. And here was an opportunity to do something, and there was also 

the relationship with Casey. I felt I would have people I could go to, to think 

crazy thoughts together, to think through things. I didn’t know at the begin-

ning how intricately the web was woven.” 

The tight knit nature of the relationships between the Fellows, and between 

them and Casey, is reflected in their responses to the survey questions and 

in the stories each of them told about their work. The story they tell about 

what worked, and why, points to some of the factors that may be necessary for 

Fellows anywhere to successfully work together to achieve significant scale. 

If so, their story may also suggest opportunities to replicate some of what 

happened in Baltimore and help others elsewhere achieve reforms and inter-

ventions that benefit the most disadvantaged children in America.
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social connections

Social, inforMal, and PerSonal contactS

The survey and interviews reveal a network of social connections between the Baltimore Fellows and 

point to a strong base of knowledge and trust between them. They report some kind of social contact 

with another local Fellow 23.1 times a year on average, nearly twice a month, far exceeding social contacts 

of the Fellows in the other three sites. (Atlanta comes closest, with 5.5 contacts a year.) They are apt to 

run into each other informally, in a non-work setting, 15 times a year on average, nearly twice Atlanta’s 

7.2 average. And Baltimore Fellows report seeing another local Fellow whom they consider a friend 15.2 

times a year on average. 

It is difficult to know exactly what accounts for this fact. But the Baltimore Fellows who first met in the 

Fellowship Network—Donald, McGrath, and López—seem to have established a unique and meaning-

ful level of trust from their contacts with each other over the years, strong enough to feel that they could 

risk hiring (or recommend hiring) each other and strong enough to move across the country to work with 

each other.21 The fact that Carnitra White, a newcomer to the Fellowship, reports significantly fewer 

social, informal, and personal contacts with the local Fellows than they do may support this inference. 

The longer exposure to each other in the Fellowship may be, in this case, a determining factor in their 

level of trust and therefore in the number of social, informal, and personal contacts they have with each 

other. That early and mutual interest between Donald, McGrath, and López—variously described by 

them as friendship, trust, collegiality, professional interest, and shared values and ways of working—may 

have translated into the simple but compelling desire to spend time with each other outside the confines 

of the workplace.

“Brenda and Molly are what I would call ‘appropriately impatient.’ I sensed that about them. It’s an 

impatience that I share. We believe the state of Maryland can do better by its children. I know this about 

Brenda and Molly,” says López. “The Network allowed us the space to develop our personal and profes-

sional relationships and trust in each other’s work. Part of what the Fellowship does is allow you to recog-

nize each other.” Once they were all in Baltimore, they saw each other in meetings several times a week 

as they worked intensely on Place Matters and other projects. It’s not surprising that they might decide to 

connect and support each other away from work too. 

“Brenda hired me,” says McGrath. “I saw her with great regularity. She is my friend and mentor.” McGrath 

plays electric guitar and sings in a band and Donald and López have attended her performances. They 

also attended McGrath’s wedding. “Knowing each other as Fellows made it more likely that we would 

turn to each other, work together more easily, and get together more often,” she says. 

Peer SuPPort 

The Baltimore Fellows offer and receive professional advice and support from another local Fellow 

25.8 times a year on average, more than two times a month. In this category, White’s level of contact is 
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commensurate with her colleagues. It reflects the fact that she worked closely with Donald and continues 

to work closely with McGrath. At work, she is not a newcomer. In fact, among the four Fellows, she has 

more experience and knowledge of the organizational culture of the state bureaucracy and the agency 

than the others and in that sense she is the go-to person, the keeper of the institutional memory and the 

organizational rolodex, at least among the Fellows. 

“If you know someone in the central office, like I am, you call them. And Molly would call me and say, 

‘My people are telling me this about the situation over here. Is this right? Who should I talk to?’ And I’d 

try to help her assess it. Sometimes she’d just call and say, ‘This policy is stupid. Does it make sense to 

you?’ and we’d take it from there and strategize together.” McGrath feels their relationship has grown 

over the years. “Our work has given us increasingly common ground,” says McGrath of her contacts with 

White. “She is extraordinarily supportive of me. I know I can call her in dark times and in good times. 

And that goes for them all. If I’m struggling with an issue these are the people I’m going to call.”

hiring and Job recoMMendationS

Like the Fellows in the other three sites, the Baltimore Fellows receive emails from Fellows around the 

country alerting them to professional opportunities elsewhere and soliciting recommendations for quali-

fied candidates. In all four sites, those solicitations almost always come from others the national Network, 

not from local Fellows. 

But in Baltimore the Fellows did something unique: they hired each other. They purposely built a small, 

tight group of colleagues by tapping people from the Fellowship they knew and respected. “We ended up 

in the same large system,” says López. “And we worked at it.” The risks they took in hiring each other, 

and the ways those risks have paid off, seem to be a decisive factor in their cohesion. 

other connectionS

White reports four contacts a year with the local Fellows to discuss issues related to legislative policies 

and leadership transitions among elected officials, and the impact that may have on the work. While the 

three other Fellows did not describe this type of contact as “other,” Donald and López each recalled 

contacts around these and related policy matters in their narrative interviews.
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professional connections

ProfeSSional MeetingS

collaboration and advocacy

linking to reSourceS

The Baltimore Fellows report having contact with another local Fellow in a meeting or other profes-

sional setting to discuss a work-related topic 99.5 times a year on average, more than 10 times as often 

the Fellows in the Bay Area (9.6), the site reporting the second highest frequency of this kind of contact. 

“We met all the time, all the time. It’s what we had to do to do the work. It wouldn’t have been possible 

without them,” López says.

At the time of the interviews for this study, Donald and López had left their respective jobs and begun 

working for Casey, and most of the intense collaborative work with the other Fellows interviewed for 

this study was behind them. The framework for answering the question about the frequency of profes-

sional contacts (“in the last few years”) spanned two very different work experiences. But when they were 

asked to reflect on their time before they joined Casey, when they were working collaboratively on Place 

Matters and other projects, they were able to estimate and quantify their contacts for that time period. 

Both McGrath and López said in their narrative interviews that they met with the other local Fellows so 

often that they found it difficult to quantify, though both were able to give numbers. They also tended to 

place all of their professional contacts—meetings, collaboration and advocacy, and linking to resources—

under the rubric of “professional meetings. “Can’t quantify, can’t quantify. It’s just what we do—we meet 

all the time, we collaborate,” says McGrath. 

White met weekly with Donald when Donald was secretary for the Department of Human Resources, 

and she continues to meet weekly with McGrath. Her professional relationship with each of them has 

been pivotal to her sense of purpose and how she pursues that. “I see my work as system reform. Looking 

at Molly and Brenda and their systems of management—I looked at that when Brenda started talking to 

me about applying for the Fellowship. I remember thinking, ‘Maybe it is worth my time, effort, and com-

mitment to invest in my own leadership growth.’ Because I really admire the way they approach system 

reform.” 

the Work

The centerpiece of their work together was the statewide initiative, Place Matters, that Donald launched 

during her tenure as secretary of the Department of Human Resources for Maryland. Donald, McGrath, 

and White were directly involved in the initiative in various key roles. Place Matters has had a significant 

impact on policy and practice in the state’s social service delivery system and on children in foster care in 

Maryland. 
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Rafael López, at the Family League, served many of the same children and families that Place Matters 

was designed to assist. He also spearheaded two projects that involved Donald. The first project sought 

to combine state TANF dollars and matching private funds—in this case from the Soros-funded Open 

Society Institute, based in Baltimore—to create and expand a youth jobs program and to reach special 

populations of young people, such as youth in foster care or with a non-violent criminal record. The 

second was an effort by López to shape the legislative budget agenda for the 24 local management boards 

that were facing stiff budget cuts and in which Donald, in her capacity as secretary and as a member of the 

governor’s Children’s Cabinet, played a strategic role. The three collaborative projects are detailed below.

Place Matters

When Brenda Donald stepped into her job as secretary of human resources for the state of Maryland in 

2007, she knew the job came with a mandate to reform the child welfare system. But, where to start? She 

solicited input from the governor, partners, and community members, and a consensus emerged that two 

issues needed urgent attention. There were simply too many children in out-of-home care, and the group 

home system needed serious attention. 

Donald understood that child welfare reform in Maryland needed to be comprehensive, but it also needed 

to focus on specific results if there was any hope of success. It wouldn’t be quick and easy, she knew; but it 

had to be achievable. “I’d been talking about it in a general way, but I needed to put something down to 

create a framework, something I could take to the legislature, the governor, the media, providers, advo-

cates. How do I make people understand what the plan is?” says Donald.22

She asked the Foundation for the assistance of the Casey Strategic Consulting Group (CSCG), and Doug 

Nelson provided it. The CSCG worked with Donald to come up with four core principles: keeping a 

child with her family as long as it is safe; using kinship placements wherever possible; keeping a child as 

close to his community as possible; and minimizing the length of stay in care. The core principles became 

the working blueprint for the initiative and gave Donald a succinct message to take to her staff. “I could 

say, ‘This is what we’re talking about, people,’ ” Donald says. “ ‘This is the framework for moving ahead.’ ”

Carnitra White was already working for Maryland’s Department of Human Resources, in its Social Ser-

vices Administration division, and Molly McGrath had just arrived in her new job in the Baltimore City 

Department of Social Services. “There was no clear messaging or initiative about child welfare before 

Brenda got here,” says White. “She had this strong focus on permanency, safety, and well-being and that 

led us to the goals for Place Matters.” The state had 10,300 children in care at the time, nearly two-thirds 

of them in Baltimore City. “Molly took the Place Matters framework and used it for her reform efforts at 

the local level. My job was to operationalize Brenda’s vision in the department,” says White. 

The problem was, the state did not have the data to assess the current status of kids in the system, or its 

own progress in the reform effort. “Brenda brought that focus on results and data,” says White. “She’d 

say, ‘Where’s the data?’ And she’d ask, ‘What do we need to know on any given day?’ She drilled that into 

me long before I became a Fellow.” The state had a new computer system that went online about that 

time and slowly a system was built that could tell Donald and her staff what they needed to know.
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The focus, of course, was on Baltimore. “Baltimore was dragging everyone down,” says Donald. “We had 

to rebuild that organization. The state office had to invest in Baltimore City, and I mean in basic things 

like office supplies, technology, financial tracking. We brought in people in from the central office to 

work with Molly’s staff to rebuild the administrative infrastructure.” 

McGrath credits Donald’s leadership with their growing success at identifying what needed to be done, 

providing resources, and moving forward with reforms. “Brenda led the charge. She held the vision and 

kept everyone focused on where we wanted to go,” says McGrath. “She’s a remarkable leader. Her capac-

ity to work and get everyone around her to work at an extraordinary pace is something to see. We used to 

joke that the initiative should really be called Pace Matters.” 

Donald decided to tackle group homes early on. “The situation with group homes had been on the top 

of my list,” says Donald. “Casey’s consulting group compared Maryland’s group home rates with other 

states, and we saw that we were way out of line. I saw that as an opportunity to make radical changes.”

McGrath focused on the ways she could support and train managers and field workers and address the 

problems of unequal caseloads, inadequate supervision, and lack of data. “It’s my core belief that there 

is nothing wrong with people, everyone is being reasonable given the environment they’re in, whether 

you’re a drug fiend or a social worker,” says McGrath. “So why would a social worker put a kid in a group 

home, rather than a foster home? Well, turns out, there was no list of foster parents, only a list of group 

homes. As basic as that. Paperwork? I made the paperwork for the group homes twice as long as for a 

foster home. Behaviors changed.”

It took the concerted efforts of Donald, McGrath, and White, and many other state workers, advocates, 

and families to begin to turn things around for kids in care. McGrath’s Baltimore City staff alone numbers 

2,400 people working in 19 offices around the city. But the results of the reform effort are dramatic. In 

Baltimore, between 2007 and 2010:

• The number of children in foster care dropped 28 percent, from 6,342 to 4,566.

• The number of children placed in group homes dropped 71 percent, from 1,251 to 365.

• The number of children awaiting adoption dropped 57 percent, from 506 to 217.

• The number of annual adoptions rose 59 percent, from 265 to 422.

• The number of children with permanent families rose 47 percent, from 1,327 to 1,946.

• The percentage of children placed with families rose from 71 to 81 percent.23

“Casey Consulting was hands-on with this,” says Donald. “It’s very intensive work to do what they did 

and we simply didn’t have the staff and expertise to do the analysis and identify what we needed to do. 

Our data system was a mess at that point. They helped us sort through all that. Their analysis gave me a 

real place to start. They helped me figure out the core elements and then they returned as needed.”
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Building Youth Opportunities

Rafael López saw an opportunity to use an innovative funding strategy to support employment and train-

ing opportunities for young people who were in the foster care system and the juvenile justice system. He 

wanted to undermine what he calls “the cradle to prison pipeline” among Black and Latino youth in the 

central city, young people with promise who have spent most of their lives entangled with the state child 

welfare and justice systems. López hoped to expand the Family League’s out-of-school-time programs for 

youth by working with partners and leveraging public and private dollars to support the effort. 

Youth employment programs weren’t new to Baltimore; there had been plenty of those over the years. 

But programs often left out the kids who had the biggest barriers to get across and those were exactly 

the young men and women López wanted to serve. “The feedback we always heard about youth employ-

ment was that it didn’t offer anything to the kids who had the poorest connections to jobs and skills,” says 

López. “We wanted to connect them in a real way to the skills and personal growth and development 

tools they’d need. It was an innovation for Baltimore.” Building Youth Opportunities, which involved 

several nonprofit providers and partners, was designed to serve 200 young people a year.

López crafted a multi-million dollar youth employment initiative. First, he gained a commitment from 

Brenda Donald at the Department of Human Resources to use state monies from the federal government 

to support the initiative. “It was a very creative use of monies,” says Donald. “Maryland was always very 

aggressive about getting federal monies, TANF dollars, food stamps, etcetera, and we always drew down 

all that money. We had to be very creative about its utilization.” The federal TANF Contingency Fund 

program provided a bonus to states that could demonstrate a certain level of matching dollars from other 

sources. The matching dollars would help support services that TANF did not cover. López set out to 

secure matching dollars from the city and from the Open Society Institute. 

López solidified a partnership with another community-based advocacy organization, Baltimore’s Safe 

& Sound Campaign, to obtain a commitment and leverage an existing $1,023,661 in funding toward a 

multi-year investment for the youth initiative. (Doug Nelson was on the Safe & Sound board at the time 

and supported the collaboration.) Next, he submitted a formal grant request to the Open Society Insti-

tute, a longtime funder of the Family League, through its Special Fund for Poverty Alleviation. He let 

them know that the Family League, as fiscal agent for the project, already had a significant commitments 

in hand of city, state, and federal resources, and that Donald and her staff had expressed their willingness 

to expand the use of TANF funds to assist in the creation of additional jobs for foster care youth, as well 

as “dual jacket” youth who are both within the foster care and juvenile justice system.

The Open Society Institute recognized the value of this unique collaborative funding effort and com-

mitted more than a million dollars to the project with a multi-year grant. “We made the match,” says 

Donald. “The OSI match allowed us to serve youth we wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.” 

The State Budget and Local Management Boards

López was the CEO and president of the Family League and, in that role, led Baltimore’s Local Manage-

ment Board, one of 24 in the state of Maryland. Significant sums of state money for social services are 

under the purview of the local management boards, and the amount of money available for crucial social 

needs in each county is dependent on the monies the legislature grants to the boards. 
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In 2008, after the financial meltdown, the Maryland legislature was poised to make deep cuts in the state 

budget, including sharp reductions to social services and, therefore, to the local management boards. The 

needs and demographics of Maryland’s counties varied greatly and their responses to the fiscal crisis were 

various as well. “The cuts were looming and they were going to be devastating,” says López. “I wanted 

to work with the governor’s office on the budget to get out ahead of this. Among my 23 colleagues, I was 

the outlier. Some boards took the ‘poor us, don’t cut us’ approach, and I didn’t think that was going to 

be effective with the legislature. The legislature was going to cut, that was clear. Others wanted to just 

slice whatever they gave us into 24 pieces, like a pie. But Baltimore City has far and away the most people 

needing services. That was not going to work, in my view. Baltimore wasn’t just going to roll over.” 

López began to work with two of his board members to come up with a statewide plan for an equi-

table distribution of funds, based on explicit criteria. As secretary of human resources, Brenda Donald, 

serving on the governor’s Children’s Cabinet, had been designated by the cabinet to act as its liaison to 

the boards. López and his board members came up with five data-driven criteria that would establish the 

objective needs of each county and determine the funding split—essentially a budget plan—and he began 

to share drafts of the budget recommendations with Donald. The budget plan went through several itera-

tions and López made sure Donald saw each one, and she in turn was able to provide feedback to López 

and initiate a conversation within the governor’s Children’s Cabinet. 

“It forced a public conversation,” López says. “It was all about poverty. This was about kids, the poorest 

kids in the state. Black and Latino kids in Baltimore, Black, Latino, white, and East Asian kids in the rural 

areas. Let’s take a hard look at that and let’s use data to do it. It involved difficult conversations about race, 

about rural Maryland and urban Baltimore around race, but we did it. Using data is becoming the norm, 

and we used it here effectively.” The governor’s Children’s Cabinet eventually supported two of the three 

budget recommendations that López and his board made. “So we impacted policy,” says López. “And 

Baltimore kids and rural kids are better for it.” 

Donald gives credit for the positive outcome to López. “Rafael was brilliant putting all the scenarios 

together.”

conclusion: barriers and aspirations

The Baltimore Fellows intentionally created the conditions for collaboration. The barriers experienced 

by other Fellows—not enough time, little overlap in their fields and organizational missions, and lack of 

a connector to bring them together—did not stop the Baltimore Fellows. Instead, they stepped around 

those barriers by hiring each other (Donald and McGrath), recruiting and advocating for hiring of each 

other (McGrath and López), and cultivating a strong working relationship within the agency they worked 

for (Donald and White). By taking that initiative, they were able to put their aspirations for collaboration 

with other Fellows to work in a creative and tangible way.
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“Relationships matter immensely. Imagine if we didn’t get along,” says López. “But we did. We created 

a situation where we could feed information to each other in a variety of roles. When I got to Baltimore, 

human services organizations were hemorrhaging from the terrible economy. Except for the level of trust 

that we’d begun to cultivate earlier, we couldn’t have done what we did.” 

The Fellowship itself provided the common ground. “It wasn’t lost on us that we were all Fellows,” says 

McGrath. “I wouldn’t know them otherwise. I wouldn’t have come here without Brenda. We are all cut 

from the same mold. Our belief system about what we could do and how we could do it made us formi-

dable partners. As a group we were simply able to leverage more resources.” 

McGrath says her experience in the Fellowship and working closely with a handful of Fellows in Balti-

more has changed her. “I thought I was alone,” she says. “But now I know I’m not the only one who sees 

it—these huge disparities and this desire to achieve something authentic—even if the only thing we do 

about it some days is feel enraged. For me, the impact of the Network is that it exists. If it didn’t, I think I 

would have gone off and baked cakes for a living a long time ago.” 

The fact that they worked in the same field, and for the same agency, made all the difference. “We have a 

natural working relationship,” Carnitra White says about McGrath. “We want to make things better for 

the population we serve. And all of us have the same approach to system change.”

One aspiration McGrath holds for the Baltimore Fellows is the possibility of nominating people already 

closely aligned with her work. “Maybe where we look for nominations is closer to home in the future,” 

she says.



51

conclusions and recommendations

Place matters in myriad ways but the fact of Fellows living and working in the same place is insufficient 

to cause them to work together and so, perhaps, achieve greater impact or scale from their efforts. Their 

presence in the same place suggests potential, but that by itself is simply not enough. The factors listed 

below have as much or more to do with Fellows working together for results as place does: 

• Timely and substantial investments of dollars, attention, and reputation by Casey.

• Access to a resource-rich nexus, such as a community foundation or public agency.

• Alignment of their fields and organizations.

• The presence of people and organizations who act as connectors.

• Individual leadership.

These factors point to some of the ways the Foundation could encourage and support Fellows who are 

looking for the means to increase the scale of results of their work. Through the Fellowship, Casey has 

supported, invested in, and cultivated relationships with some of the best and brightest people in the 

country in the field of human services. As the Foundation looks at ways to leverage its investment, and 

advance reforms and improve practices in the field, it may want to consider using its resources and influ-

ence in new ways to help Fellows “get to scale.”

These factors also point to some of the ways in which the Fellows themselves might act to increase col-

laboration and scale. Individual leaders in key public and private institutions can play a significant role in 

connecting Fellows to resources, as we have seen, by making sure that Fellows in their local Network are 

aware of opportunities and included “at the table,” when appropriate. Fellows might consider exploring 

the topic of collaboration as a topic of a conversation at a national gathering and explore other ways to 

connect more often. 

The following recommendations point to measures that the Casey Foundation and the Fellows might 

consider that could increase the likelihood of greater scale or impact for Casey’s investments in the 

Children and Family Fellowship Program. 

•  The Foundation could invest across Foundation units or centers (for instance, child welfare, economic 

security, and juvenile justice) in organizations and projects led by Fellows that are closely aligned with 

Casey’s core interests. These “extraordinary” investments would bring a range of Casey’s knowledge and 

resources to bear on complex endeavors that cross disciplines, increase the likelihood of greater scale, 

and cultivate cross-discipline practice and policy models for replication. 

•  The Foundation could provide strategic consulting and other support to Fellows in key positions in the 

Civic Sites and other places where Casey has a commitment. 
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•  The Foundation could support the hiring of a consultant to facilitate meetings of Fellows to map social 

and professional relationships and establish common ground for collaborative work. Time-limited to a 

year or two.

•  The Fellows could identify the natural connectors in their city or region and enlist them to initiate and 

sustain gatherings of local Fellows to increase their knowledge and trust of each other. Time-limited to 

a year or two.

•  The Foundation and the Fellows could consider adding criteria to the Fellowship selection process that 

would give a level of preference to candidates who 1) work in key positions in public systems and orga-

nizations with a “scalable” reach, 2) work in key positions in public systems and organizations in which 

Fellows already work, to build capacity and “the back bench” within systems and organizations, and 

3) work in cities and regions where the Foundation is already making significant investments. 

•  The Fellows could initiate a series of conversations at the national Network meetings about the 

value of hiring other Fellows, as well as cautions and barriers. Invite Baltimore Fellows to share their 

experiences.

•  The Foundation could consider ways to more closely align Casey’s investments and activities in its Civic 

Sites with the work of Fellows to maximize impact and increase scale. 

•  The Fellows could establish ways  to support a variety of child care arrangements for meetings and 

gatherings of local Fellows in sites where they report lack of child care options as a barrier. The Foun-

dation could offer to support these efforts with small grants. 
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endnotes

 1  There is one Fellow each in New Zealand and Senegal. 

 2  “Place,” for purposes of this report, means city, metropolitan area, or region.  

 3   Three of the four Fellows in Baltimore worked on the same initiative and in that sense were linked as a 

group, although their day-to-day collaborative efforts (consultative, strategic, and operational) were carried 

out in dyads, one-on-one, or among larger groups of non-Fellows.

 4  Class 8 completed its Fellowship term in November 2011. Class 9 will begin in spring 2013.

 5   “Assessment of the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Children and Family Fellowship Program,” M. Gutiérrez, 

T. Tasse, M. Gutiérrez-Mayka, and G. Hagen: December 2005.

 6   See Turning Curves, Achieving Results: A Report of the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Children and Family Fellow-

ship (2007) for stories and data that document the impact of the Fellow’s work in a number of cities. 

 7   Participant answers reflect their contacts with other Fellows participating in this study. Fellows often men-

tioned contact with other Fellows in their city, area, or place (self-defined) who were important to their local 

network and who had not been contacted to participate in the study, had moved away, or had retired. Those 

contacts were noted, but not calculated into the charts.

 8   Fred Blackwell served as executive director of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency at the time he was 

interviewed for this report; he is now the assistant city administrator in Oakland, California.

 9   Since 2010, Carla Dartis has worked as a freelance consultant. At the time she was interviewed, she was the 

managing director of the Tides Center and senior vice president of Tides.

10  Class 8 includes several people who work in fields related to housing, development, and real estate. 

11   Casey Fellows Dennis Campa, senior leadership fellow for the Annie E. Casey Foundation; Abel Ortiz, 

director/manager of the evidence-based practice team for Annie E. Casey Foundation; and Chet Hewitt, 

president of the Sierra Health Foundation, none of whom were part of this study, also advise and consult 

with Salazar about La Tierra and its prospects. 

12   The “Atlanta Fellows” include, for purposes of this paper, Edward Chisolm, who lives and works in Savan-

nah, Georgia, and has been associated with the Casey Foundation in various capacities over the last 20 years. 

13   The Georgia Justice Project offers free legal defense to people accused of crimes, and win or lose, works 

with them while they rebuild their lives. 

14   BJ Walker left her position as commissioner of Georgia’s Department of Human Services in December 

2010. She is now a consultant with FranklinCovey and a senior fellow with the Annie E. Casey Foundation.
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15   The Bay Area Fellows reported 1.0 collaborative and advocacy contacts a year on average; Baltimore 0.8 

contacts; and New York 0.9. 

16   Christopher Caruso was the executive director of generationOn at the time that he was interviewed for this 

report. 

17   Ellen Schall is the dean of the Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Services, in New York, and was 

a key consultant in the design of the Casey Fellowship Program. 

18   Atlanta Fellows report meeting professionally 4.9 times; Baltimore 99.5; the Bay Area 9.6; and New York 2.6.

19   Rafael López first heard about the opening at the Family League from Donna Stark, Casey’s vice presi-

dent for talent management and leadership development, and Barbara Squires, director of leadership 

development. 

20   Brenda Donald left her job as secretary of human resources for Maryland in 2010 and now serves as vice 

president of the center for effective family services and systems for the Annie E. Casey Foundation. Rafael 

López was hired by the Casey Foundation in 2010 to serve as associate director, talent management and 

leadership development. McGrath and White remain at their posts.

21   López moved from Los Angeles, California, to Baltimore, with his family, to take the job at the Family 

League. McGrath moved from Chicago to take the job with the Baltimore City Department of Social 

Services. 

22   This brief sketch of Place Matters and its results cannot do justice to the complexity of the effort. Betsy 

Rubiner’s paper, “Sharpening Leadership Skills to Improve Child Outcomes in Baltimore, Maryland,” is 

an excellent source for information about McGrath’s role in the initiative and provides a sense of the scope 

of the initiative and specific strategies. Casey’s Voice magazine, winter 2010–11, contains an interview by 

John Hodgins with Brenda Donald that offers her perspective on the initiative and its results. Both stories 

provided valuable background for this paper. 

23   “Sharpening Leadership Skills to Improve Child Outcomes in Baltimore, Maryland”: Betsy Rubiner (The 

Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011).
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appendices

survey: definitions of types of contact

 type of contact definition

 Social  You meet with another Fellow in a social setting, not at work. You meet in a 
home or a public place. Conversations can include work-related topics, but 
the purpose is primarily social. One or more Fellows.

 Informal  You run into another Fellow in a public or private setting. The unplanned 
meeting includes a brief conversation and perhaps an invitation to get 
together at another time, but no more. 

 Personal/ You meet another Fellow in a setting not related to work, which includes a  
 friendship   private home and public meeting places like restaurants. You make an effort to 

get together and, while work may be part of the conversation, the friendship  
is central. 

 Peer support  You are in contact with another Fellow, or are contacted by another Fellow, 
for professional advice or support.

 Peer coaching  You provide professional peer coaching to another Fellow, or another Fellow 
provides coaching for you. A contractual relationship. 

 Hiring You are in contact with another Fellow, or are contacted by another Fellow,  
 recommendation  for a hiring recommendation. 

 Job You are in contact with another Fellow, or are contacted by another Fellow,  
 recommendation  for a job recommendation.

 Professional/ You have contact with another Fellow in a meeting or other professional  
 meetings  setting to discuss a work-related topic. The meeting can include one or more 

Fellows and non-Fellows as well. 

 Collaboration/ You attend a professional meeting in which one or more Fellows are also in  
 advocacy   attendance. The meeting may involve non-Fellows. The intention is to work 

in a collaborative manner or to be engaged in advocacy around common 
goals. 

 Link to resources  You are in contact with another Fellow, or another Fellow is in contact with 
you, to link to resources (human, financial, technical).

 Other  You are in contact with another Fellow, or are contacted by another Fellow, 
for a reason not already covered by the survey.
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claSS 1 – 1993 

Dolores Briones 

Soraya Coley 

Yolie Flores 

Michael Laracy  

Kim McGaughey 

Larry Murray 
Elena Pell 

Michael Suntag 

Jane Tewksbury 

BJ Walker 

claSS 2 – 1995

Trine Bech

Brenda Donald
Lynn Fallin

Charles Fishman  

Chet Hewitt

Joe Lam

Christine McPherson

Ken Patterson  

Johng Ho Song

claSS 3 – 1997

Sandra Barnhill
Dennis Campa

Edward Chisolm
Gary Ivory

Wendy Jacobson

Frances Kunreuther
Helen Munoz

Keith Sykes

Thanh Xuan Nguyen

Jean Thomases 

claSS 4 – 1999

Linda Asato
Leann Ayers

Carla Dartis 
Norma Hatot

Carolyn Hayden

Grant Jones

Craig Levine

Peggy Mainor

Abel Ortiz

Mitchell Salazar

claSS 5 – 2001

Teresa Markowitz

Theresa Mayberry

Molly McGrath
Myriam Monsalve-Serna

Guitele Nicoleau

Robert Velasco II

Sandra Wilkie

Ann Woodward

Norman Yee
Patricia Zuluaga

claSS 6 – 2003

Janet Carter
Jo-Anne Henry
Azadeh Khalili
Tara Muhlhauser

Azim Ramelize

Valerie Russo
Jorge Salazar

Melorra Sochet

Monica Villalta

John Zalenski

claSS 7 – 2007 

Douglas Ammar 
Karen Baynes-Dunning  

Fred Blackwell  
Robin Brule  

Daniel Cardinali  

Dana Jackson  

Vinodh Kutty  

Rafael López  
Steven McCullough  

Chris McInnish  

Tyronda Minter
Alice Shobe

Tony Thurmond
Juanita Valdez-Cox

Marian Urquilla

Anne Williams-Isom

claSS 8 – 2010

Tanya Anderson

Elizabeth Black

Christopher Caruso
Ryan Chao

Sam Cobbs

Daniel Dodd

Jeff Edmondson

Sandra Gasca-Gonzalez

David A. Jackson

Ron Jackson

Hyeok Kim

Michael McAfee

Heidi McIntosh

Henrietta Muñoz

Gloria O’Neill

Enid Rey

Trenny Stovall

Carnitra White

the annie e. casey foundation

children and family fellowship network by class

(study participants are in bold)
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the annie e. casey foundation

children and family fellowship network by place
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california – 16 felloWS

Linda Asato
Fred Blackwell
Janet Carter
Ryan Chao

Sam Cobbs

Soraya Coley

Carla Dartis
Yolie Flores

Chet Hewitt

Joe Lam

Michael McAfee

Thanh Xuan Nguyen

Mitchell Salazar 
Johng Ho Song

Tony Thurmond
Norman Yee

Maryland – 12 felloWS

Dennis Campa

Brenda Donald
Norma Hatot

Carolyn Hayden

Michael Laracy

Rafael López
Peggy Mainor

Teresa Markowitz

Molly McGrath
Abel Ortiz

Monica Villalta

Carnitra White

georgia – 9 felloWS

Douglas Ammar
Sandra Barnhill
Edward Chisolm
Daniel Dodd

Jo-Anne Henry
David Jackson

Tyronda Minter
Trenny Stovall

BJ Walker

neW york – 8 felloWS

Christopher Caruso
Azadeh Khalili
Frances Kunreuther
Larry Murray
Valerie Russo
Melorra Sochet

Jean Thomases
Anne Williams-Isom

texaS – 6 felloWS

Leann Ayers

Dolores Briones

Gary Ivory

Henrietta Muñoz

Jorge Salazar

Juanita Valdez-Cox

WaShington, d.c. – 6

Elizabeth Black

Wendy Jacobson

Heidi McIntosh

Helen Munoz 

Marian Urquilla

Robert Velasco II

connecticut – 3

Enid Rey

Michael Suntag

Patricia Zuluaga

illinoiS – 3

Tanya Anderson

Steven McCullough

Azim Ramelize

virginia – 3

Daniel Cardinali

Kim McGaughey

Keith Sykes

alabaMa – 2

Karen Baynes-Dunning

Chris McInnish

florida – 2

Myriam Monsalve-Serna

Elena Pell

kentucky – 2

Dana Jackson

Ron Jackson

MaSSachuSettS – 2

Jane Tewksbury

Ann Woodward

MiSSouri – 2

Theresa Mayberry

Sandra Wilkie

the annie e. casey foundation

children and family fellowship network by place

(study participants are in bold)
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verMont – 2

Trine Bech

John Zalenski

WaShington – 2

Hyeok Kim 

Alice Shobe

alaSka – 1

Gloria O’Neill

colorado – 1

Grant Jones

haWaii - 1

Lynn Fallin

idaho – 1

Ken Patterson

Michigan – 1

Christine McPherson

MinneSota – 1

Vinodh Kutty

nebraSka – 1

Sandra Gasca-Gonzalez

neW JerSey – 1

Craig Levine 

neW Mexico – 1

Robin Brule

north dakota – 1

Tara Muhlhauser

ohio – 1

Jeff Edmondson

neW Zealand - 1

Charles Fishman

Senegal – 1 

Guitele Nicoleau
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