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Charting steps from  
poverty to middle class
by Karen Pittman

I am a collective impact data junky with a 
passion and, some would say, a gift, for inspiring 
local leaders to tackle big issues. I am always on the 
lookout for powerful ways to help leaders see and 
think differently about the challenges that wear them 
down every day. Sometimes I find these tools, and 
sometimes I work with my staff to create them. In 
either case, we only know they work when people 
use them to make sense, make connections, and make 
change.

My story of what is possible comes in three parts, 
each focused on the same challenge – ensuring that 
more low-income and minority young people make 
their way into the middle class. Each part helps 
me to explain and replicate a powerful example of 
community change. 
1. What does it take to help children born into 
poverty become middle class by middle age? 

This was the big question asked by researchers at the 
Brookings Institution who created the Social Genome 
Project. I had the privilege of being an advisor to the 
project. I carry a chart with me everywhere I go that, 
though it doesn’t do justice to the project, explains 
the need for collective impact in the most elegant way 
I have ever seen. Here’s what you need to know: 
• There are conditions and behaviours at each 

developmental stage that, if present, increase a 
young person’s chances of being “on track” for 
middle class by middle age (before age 30).

• There is no developmental stage at which being 
“off track” absolutely shuts down the possibility 
of “getting on track.” Movement, in fact, is quite 
robust.

• There are no guarantees that being on track at 
one stage guarantees being on track at the next. 
Middle childhood, for example, is a very volatile 
period in which almost as many move off track as 
come back on track.

• Educational achievement and attainment, not 

surprisingly, are key factors that predict “on 
trackness,” but they are not the only factors. 
Acceptable social behaviour and strong social 
skills are important in the early developmental 
years. Avoidance of risky social behaviours like 
early parenthood and crime are key factors in the 
later years. 

I like this chart because it screams what is possible. 
It sums up millions of dollars of sophisticated 
modelling that proves that there is no excuse for 
leaving a child behind at any age for any reason. I love 
this chart, however, because it is a road map to the 
probable. 
2. What happens when young people ask them-
selves what it takes to become middle class?

This was the big question my organization, the Forum 
for Youth Investment, asked a decade ago when we 
adopted a set of community organizing projects that 
hired high school students in disadvantaged urban 
communities to be Youth Mobilizers. Their job was to 
understand the statistics about the numbers of youth 
who are “off track.” Talk to them to find out how they 
got there and what they think it would take to get on 
track. Keep talking until some of the answers point 
back to what young people and their families can do, 
and some answers point to external factors. Research 
all of the barriers and opportunities identified. Figure 
out who needs to be persuaded to make change: 
Young people. Parents. Faith leaders. Store owners. 
Educators. Politicians. Persuade them. 

They did their jobs well. In Nashville, Youth 
Mobilizers decided that money management was 
an issue. They trained themselves, trained their 
families and neighbours, and then organized to shut 
down the cheque cashing businesses. They worked 
with the United Way to mobilize families to file for 
Earned Income Tax Credits, bringing thousands 
of untapped dollars into their community. They 
learned that students were being directed off track 
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because they were being 
discouraged from going to 
college. They worked with 
the high school principal 
to reform the guidance 
program, and then they 
worked with the parents 
whom, they found, had 
valid reasons for wanting 
their children to stay home. 
College attendance almost 
doubled in four years. 
The lessons learned from 
these projects and others 
helped fuel a robust youth 
organizing movement 
that is still challenging the 
assumption that off track 
now means off track for life. 
These youth beat the odds 
in their communities in part 
because they became a part 
of the solutions that helped 
others beat the odds as well.

I love sharing the 
Nashville story, and other 
stories, almost as much 
as I love the Brookings 
chart. The actions these young people took were the 
epitome of what John Kania calls “emergence.” But I 
always struggle with how to sum up its implications. 
The story shows what is possible, but it doesn’t 
convince people that the possible is probable. 
3. What happens when we ask what’s on the arrows? 

This is the question I have started asking leaders 
after sharing the chart and telling the story. I ask 
them first to name the “blue arrow” [i.e., grey in the 
chart above] things that work in their communities at 
every developmental stage – home visiting programs, 
quality child care, community policing to reduce 
arrests. They begin to see why no one program is a 
magic bullet. They also see why a web of programs 
can not only help young people beat the odds, but 
actually change the odds in their favour. Then, I 
ask them to talk about the “red arrows,” [i.e., black 
in the chart above] those things that pull on track 
kids off track. This is harder. These arrows relate 
more to promises broken, people lost, program 
staff that failed to engage or support, places that 

changed from safe to scary, good possibilities that 
fizzled, dangerous ones that appeared. Protecting 
young people from “red arrow” realities requires 
people who are not only present and prepared to 
look for signs of slippage, but people who can create 
opportunities for young people to name and practice 
the skill sets and mindsets that will help them be 
resilient in the face of adversity and resourceful in the 
face of opportunity. 

Once we get leaders thinking differently about 
what it takes to be vigilant in the pursuit of equity 
and realizing how a focus on youth readiness can pay 
off in surprising and powerful ways, we learn that 
there’s more to the work we do. The lesson I leave 
you with is that with the right tools, leaders can come 
to believe that the possible is not only probable, but 
predictable if they make the right investments not 
only in programs, but in people and places as well.

Karen Pittman is co-founder, president, and CEO of the 
Forum for Youth Investment. //

Chart from the Brookings Institution, Center for Children and 
Families, The Social Genome Project, September 20, 2012.


