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Introduction

Students of color in the District of Columbia (District) — including Black, Hispanic, Native American,
and Pacific Islander young people — experience worse education, health, and economic outcomes than
their Asian American and white peers.! These long-standing racial inequities exist in most metropolitan
areas in the U.S., held in place by interacting and mutually reinforcing systems that are built to resist
change. As a result, racial identity influences a young person’s outcomes in innumerable ways as they
move through life in the District. Many individuals working in schools, state agencies, juvenile facilities,
hospitals, nonprofits, and other settings in the District have dedicated their professional lives to
addressing these racial disparities and producing better outcomes for youth — but there are limitations
to what any one person can do alone.

Despite good intentions, the work of these individuals often fails to take into consideration the
interconnectedness of the different systems that youth and families interact with simultaneously. In

fact, the coordination and communication among all the entities that serve youth and families ranges
from nonexistent, to inefficient, to counterproductive.? The result is a fragmented system of care where
agencies, organizations, and professionals are siloed off from one another. For example, the percent of
youth aged 10-18 who are involved with both the child welfare and juvenile justice systems — referred to
as dual-system or crossover youth — ranged from 45% to 70% in one study of three metropolitan areas.?
However, the percent of crossover youth in the District is unknown because there is “no single source

of public data,” which renders these youth “functionally invisible.”* What is known is that Black children
are vastly overrepresented in both systems.® The invisibility of crossover youth in the District is just one
example that highlights the fragmented and siloed nature of the social services system.

Better coordination within and across the public and private sectors is needed to meaningfully address
racial disparities in education and other areas of life. This is not a new problem, nor one without
visibilities at the highest reaches of government. Unfortunately, past efforts aimed at producing better
cross-agency coordination and integration have often failed to produce substantial progress.® The current
direction of federal policy also suggests that intentional efforts to forge greater cross-sector coordination
and integration will be few and far between in the coming years, which makes local leadership all the
more important.

Communities need diverse, cross-sector coalitions that work together to break down silos and disrupt
racial disparities in education and other fields. Leaders working in different sectors need a neutral

and protected space to convene, engage in shared learning, build relationships, and collaborate on
work to disrupt racial inequities in education and other areas of life. This brief describes five lessons
learned from one approach to addressing racial disparities in the District: the Equity Lab’s Seeding
Disruption Fellowship (Fellowship). The Fellowship is a cohort-based program designed for senior
leaders in the District who work in pre-K through grade 12 education and related fields (Sidebar 1). The
Fellowship works to equip individuals with the knowledge and skills needed to build diverse, cross-sector
coalitions that seed policies and practices to disrupt the inequitable status quo. The Fellowship has
grown from an inaugural cohort of 24 individuals in 2017 to an active leadership development network
representing more than 200 alumni today.
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Many individuals working in schools, state agencies, juvenile

facilities, hospitals, nonprofits, and other settings in the District
have dedicated their professional lives to addressing these racial
disparities and producing better outcomes for youth — but there

are limitations to what any one person can do alone.

Lessons learned from the Fellowship can inform the work of leaders and funders in other cities that want
to build diverse, cross-sector coalitions to disrupt racial inequities in education and beyond.

Systems-level disruption must be grounded in history and place, lead to the breakdown of cross-sector
silos, and be rooted in strong, trusting relationships. The longevity of the Fellowship also illustrates that
building a cross-sector coalition of systems disruptors takes time and that seeding small wins are often

the catalyst for big disruptions.

How the Seeding Disruption Fellowship
Cultivates a Diverse, Cross-Sector Coalition

The Fellowship offers valuable lessons to organizations and funders in other cities that are attempting
to build coalitions that address complex, citywide challenges and disrupt racial inequities. Each lesson
learned and key takeaway below is unpacked through the lens of the Fellowship.

Systems-level disruption must be grounded in history and place

Key Takeaway: Too often, calls for policy change are divorced from their historical context and
thereby fail to learn from past efforts, whether they were successful or not. Any effort to convene
and facilitate a coalition of cross-sector leaders must be place-based and grounded in history

so participants operate from the same set of facts and a shared understanding of which systems
need disrupting, how, and why.
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T—

Disrupting racial disparities in a specific place
cannot occur effectively without a deep
understanding of how history and racism led to
the design of systems that perpetuate inequities.
A detailed discussion of how historical and
current policies produce inequitable outcomes
by race in the District is out of the scope of this
brief.” However, two sets of policies are worth
describing because they demonstrate how
systems are interdependent and how education
is influenced by and influences other aspects of
life: residential segregation and local schools.

Where a person lives impacts nearly every aspect
of their life, including what doctor’s office or
clinic they go to, what grocery stores they buy
food from, and where their kids go to school. For
the first half of the 20th century, Black residents
in the District were legally barred from buying
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houses or renting in certain parts of the city by
racially restrictive deed covenants — written terms
in housing transactions that prohibited selling

to Black purchasers.® This has led to a deeply
segregated city today.’ The parts of the District
where most Black residents currently live (Wards 7
and 8 in particular)’® have not received the same
substantial public or private investment as other
parts of the District,” and as a result, these areas
today are defined by inadequate access to health
care,'? food deserts," and a high concentration
of under-resourced schools' — all preventable if
these areas also received substantial investment.
Wide-scale racial discrimination in the workforce
has also led to lower wages and fewer economic
opportunities for the District's Black residents,
making it difficult to move to neighborhoods

with greater resources and ensuring that the

city remains highly segregated by both race and
socioeconomic status.™

Simultaneously, at the center of nearly every

local social services system in the District are
pre-K through grade 12 schools, which are

also highly segregated by race and to a lesser
extent, socioeconomic status,’® since a student's
home address determines their default, or
neighborhood school. However, the District

does provide a workaround: intra-district open
enrollment, where students can enter a lottery to
attend any of the District’s schools."” Although
more than three-quarters of students attend a
school outside of their neighborhood boundary,'®
the District's schools remain highly segregated by
race with approximately half of schools enrolling
at least 90% Black students (68% of the District's
school-age students are Black).” High levels of
school segregation still exist because the students
in wards with the highest percentage of Black
residents are most likely to stay in their ward for
school, regardless of whether they attend their
neighborhood school or choose a different school
via open enrollment.?
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On top of this school segregation, which is the direct result of residential segregation, Black students are

more likely to attend a low-performing school,?" be chronically absent,?? and be suspended from school.?

The latter leads to greater involvement with the juvenile and eventually the criminal justice systems, a

phenomenon referred to as the school-to-prison pipeline.?* Many students who are involved with the

juvenile justice system do not return to pre-K through grade 12 school at all?® and very few graduate high

school,? reducing their opportunity to access positive economic?’ and health outcomes? later in life.

The Seeding Disruption Fellowship Is a
Leadership Development Network

The Fellowship was co-created by Michelle Molitor and
Abigail Smith in 2017, with the inaugural cohort of Fellows
concluding their work in 2018. Since then, nine more
cohorts of Fellows have participated in the program,
creating a growing, cross-sector network of more than 200
professionals in the District united by a shared language and
commitment to more racially equitable outcomes for youth.

The selection criteria for the Fellowship map directly to the
aims of the program. Cohort members must be willing to
advance their own understanding of racial inequities and
have a “baseline of understanding regarding the concepts
of race and privilege.” Cohort members must also be senior
leaders within their organizations who are committed to
initiating small and big disruptions to the systems that
maintain and reinforce inequitable racial outcomes for youth.

Each cohort consists of roughly 25 individuals from the
public and private sector, with approximately half coming
from pre-K through grade 12 education and the other half
coming from adjacent sectors, such as health care, workforce
development, housing and urban development, and
philanthropy. The motivations for applying to the Fellowship
also vary. Some Fellows are new to the District and are
seeking community while also building their network. Other
Fellows are part of an organizational pipeline where staff
from the same organization participate in the program
across multiple cohorts. Finally, some Fellows come to the
program with specific racial inequities they are seeking to
disrupt. Alumni have worked on Fellowship projects that
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range from increasing organizational diversity and building
more equitable resource allocation models to ensuring school
closure processes are more equitable.

The Fellowship is a place-based initiative that begins by
grounding cohort members in the history of the District to
show how government and institutional systems have been
designed to create and perpetuate racial inequities. That
historical context grounds the first of four formal cohort
sessions. The sessions that follow focus on the concept of
systems-thinking, including how interconnected systems
maintain the status quo of racial inequities, as well as how
various systems impact Fellows’ work. A goal of all this
professional learning is spurring ideas for how Fellows

can disrupt these inequitable systems, centering on the
importance of navigating complex politics and the power of
cross-sector relationship-building.

In addition to the cohort sessions, Fellows work on a project
— either independently or in collaboration with other cohort
members — focused on addressing racial inequities. Fellows
are also provided with personalized support and mentorship
from Equity Lab staff with deep connections to a broad and
diverse network of District professionals as well as extensive
experience navigating the city’s complex public policy and
political system.

In 2022, the Equity Lab launched the Seeding Disruption
Remix, which is a one-year program designed specifically for
high school students in the District. In time, program leaders
hope to fully integrate the Fellowship and Seeding Disruption
Remix.?? The Equity Lab also offers the Nexus Fellowship, a
national program launched in 2019 for senior social change
leaders in education and adjacent fields.3°
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While the Fellowship’s primary aim is addressing
racial disparities in education, the program is
designed around the recognition that public
systems are intertwined and that conditions in
health, housing, public safety, and other areas of
life influence how students experience education
and what happens in classrooms throughout the
District.

Fellows dive deep into the history of residential
segregation, local schools, and a host of other
topics during the first cohort session, including
eight required readings covering the experiences
of Black residents from enslavement to the
present day. Many of these readings elevate
personal stories of Black residents who have
been affected by, dealt with, or persevered
through systemic racism. Fellows are asked to
discuss and identify ways that this history shows
up in today’s systems and their everyday work.

A fundamental question that one program leader
asks Fellows to wrestle with is, “How do we

look clearly at history and the oppression-based
systems that we are continuing to try and dig
ourselves out of?”

Interviews with leaders of the Fellowship and
alumni show that diving deep into the history

of the District and asking this question has
produced several positive outcomes. For Fellows
who grew up in the District or are long-time
residents, many did not have a firm grasp of

the role race and racism played in shaping the
District over time. As one program leader noted,
“Multigenerational D.C. residents still don’t know
the history, why we're in the places we're in.”

For example, one alumnus who is a long-

time resident said they learned a lot about
segregation in the District, even discovering that
a home they had lived in for many years had
been redlined. Redlining refers to the federal
government's practice of rating neighborhoods
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based on their risk for federally backed mortgage
lenders, which began in the late 1930s. The
neighborhoods deemed “hazardous” or that were

perceived as the highest risk for mortgage lenders
were referred to as “redlined.”*' The more Black
residents there were in a neighborhood, the higher
the likelihood that neighborhood was redlined.
Analyses of formerly redlined neighborhoods show
that these areas are still majority Black, Latino, or
Asian American.®® Today, redlining is associated with
greater racial segregation in U.S. cities and poorer
environmental, health, and economic outcomes in
previously redlined neighborhoods.** This alumnus
reflected that learning about the enduring effects
of the District's redlining helped them better
“understand how the city came to be the way it is.”

Fellows also reported sharing the readings and
their expanded knowledge of the District’s history
with colleagues outside of the program. “In every
cohort, multiple people will say to me, ‘I used this
article about the District's history with my team,
board, etc.,”” said one leader of the Fellowship.
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Breaking down cross-sector silos is essential for systems-level disruption

Key Takeaway: One approach to breaking down cross-sector silos is giving professionals from
different agencies and organizations multiple opportunities to build trusting relationships

with one another. These trusting relationships are crucial to the success of initiatives aimed at
disrupting systemic racial inequities because they lead to improved cross-sector communication,
coordination, and collaboration.

Fragmentation is the defining feature of the social services system, with multiple state agencies
responsible for serving youth, whether in education, health and human services, or juvenile justice.
The District is no exception to this rule. In the District and every other metropolitan area in the U.S.,

a complex web of organizations that exist outside of government also collaborate with state agencies
to provide direct services and support to youth. The silos that fragmentation creates are the enemy of
systemic change. The greater the level of fragmentation, the more proactive, effective, and consistent
the coordination needs to be among all the agencies and organizations that serve youth. Unfortunately,
cross-sector coordination is nearly always nonexistent, leaving youth and families to navigate complex
and burdensome systems that often place competing, ambiguous, or contradictory demands on
them. Many families and youth are also forced to navigate these systems while confronting racism,
socioeconomic challenges, trauma, or all of the above in their daily lives.

Past efforts at producing greater cross-sector coordination or integration have often failed to reduce
system fragmentation, and there may be little political will to try again anytime soon. Similarly,
nongovernmental organizations that have or are perceived to have a vested interest in certain outcomes
are not well-positioned to improve cross-sector coordination.

The Fellowship offers an alternative, grassroots model of building and sustaining cross-sector
coordination. Instead of large-scale, governmental efforts to integrate services across state agencies,
the Fellowship aims to develop leaders with a propensity to seek out connections, build relationships,
and pursue collaborative change with colleagues in other fields and sectors. As the Fellowship’s network
expands with each successive cohort, an increasing number of individuals work collaboratively across
sectors, train others to do the same, and model effective cross-sector relationship-building. As just one
example, two Fellowship alumni, the current and former presidents of the District of Columbia Chapter
of the American Academy of Pediatrics, co-led a cross-sector effort to reframe the narrative around
youth gun violence in the District and put forth a systemwide approach to addressing the root causes
of youth violence. The Fellowship network helped shape the initiative, called the “Prescription for the
District,” and is playing an active role in moving the work forward (Sidebar 2).

As one leader of the Fellowship said, “When we're in our silos, we don’t get to see or experience

how youth and their families interact with all these entities.” They added that “deeper conversations
just don’t happen when you're siloed in your area.” To enable the breakdown of silos, Fellows are
encouraged to seek advice from other Fellows and alumni outside of formal cohort sessions, dinners, or
other program activities. Past Fellows interviewed for this brief said the Fellowship's informal networking
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opportunities are critical when working to address real-time challenges and for helping them better

understand the bigger-picture changes that are needed.

As one alumnus summarized: “You're asked to think about who in your cohort you want to connect with

outside of your sector, and it helped me push to connect with those people in a more real way to help

each other and move forward together. It helped us break out of the bureaucratic silos that are holding

up progress for the students we care about moving forward. There was an urgency that | tapped into
to do the both/and, work at the 30,000-foot balcony and be on the dance floor to have the right

conversations.”

A Prescription for the District

A recent initiative launched by Seeding Disruption alumni

is working to shift the narrative around current citywide
challenges in the District and build a cross-sector coalition
to address a spike in youth violence. To do so, the initiative
is leveraging the collective power of the Fellowship’s alumni
network.

Since 2021, the District has experienced an increase in the
number of youth involved with the juvenile justice system,®
including for violent offenses.?” In 2023 alone, 106 youth were
victims of gun violence and 16 of these shootings were fatal.*®
This mirrors a general rise in homicides overall in the District
from 2017 to 2023,%7 where nearly all victims and suspects
(95%) were Black (46% of the District’s residents are Black).*°

The current and former presidents of the District of
Columbia Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics
— Dr. Jessica Weisz and Dr. Nia Bodrick, both Fellowship
alumni — recognized that the District’s city government
was taking an overwhelmingly “tough on crime,” punitive
approach in response to the rise in community and youth
violence. The government'’s approach also was reactive and
did not take into consideration the root causes of youth
violence or the way that various state systems are contributing
to the problem. Using what they learned and the network
they formed in the Fellowship, Weisz, Bodrick, and several
of their colleagues in the health sector decided to change
the narrative around youth violence and provide a different
framing for solutions. What they came up with was the
“Prescription for the District.”*'

Launched in May 2024, the Prescription for the District takes
a public health approach by asking a simple question: If the
District created an environment where all youth could thrive,
would there be much, if any, youth violence? The Prescription
for the District is designed to address the root causes of
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youth violence, “including structural poverty, racism, and
systemic disinvestment that create historically under-
resourced neighborhoods.” The Prescription for the District
itself is a set of nine preventive measures for creating healthy
communities, such as funding out-of-school programs,
providing greater access to safe community spaces, and
increasing access to affordable nutritious foods. One leader
who co-created the Prescription for the District is betting that
if the District addressed these root causes and “did all of the
things on the prescription, we would create an environment
where kids can thrive.” Importantly, the prescription is meant
to be a living document that is reviewed and updated on a
regular basis according to the needs of the community.

The Prescription for the District also sends a clear message
that youth violence is not a kid or family problem. Instead,
youth violence is the product of broken systems. That
systems-thinking mindset, developed through work in the
Fellowship, illustrates how youth violence touches everyone

in the District and shows that actors in all social services
sectors have a role to play in fixing these systems and creating
an environment for kids that is healthy, safe, and promotes
positive adolescent development.

Although led by alumni who represent the health care sector,
the development of the Prescription for the District was
informed by interviews with community leaders, funders,
lawyers, government officials in the District, educators,

and many others. The Prescription for the District has also
featured in cross-cohort events as part of the Fellowship.

In one event, 30 alumni representing nine cohorts heard a
presentation on the Prescription for the District, gave valuable
input and feedback on the content, provided ideas for how
to raise funding to move the work forward, and committed
to supporting aspects of the prescription in their work. As
one leader explained, the current Fellows and alumni who
attended these events “are now part of a larger network
moving the work forward.”
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Instead of large-scale, governmental efforts to integrate services
across state agencies, the Fellowship aims to develop leaders with a
propensity to seek out connections, build relationships, and pursue

collaborative change with colleagues in other fields and sectors.

Systems-level disruption is rooted in strong, trusting relationships

Key Takeaway: Funders should invest in organizations that provide space for leaders from
different sectors to build relationships — work that holds tremendous value on its face. Ideally,
the organizations that convene, manage, and facilitate cross-sector networks should come from
outside of government, have no conflicts of interest, and carry no agenda other than disrupting
racial inequities and producing better youth outcomes.

Systemic change necessitates coordinated efforts across sectors, and that change only occurs if

the people who run these systems have trusting relationships with one another. While preexisting
relationships are a necessary condition for initiating cross-sector collaborations, they are not sufficient
for success. Individuals must build trust over a sustained period by sharing resources and following
through on commitments to one another. Research on cross-sector collaborations shows that this “work
is highly personal — in other words, it is about building relationships among individuals, which, in turn,
leads to trust among organizations."”#?

A key goal of the Fellowship is to create shared space that fosters relationship-building. In interviews
with alumni, one of the most cited benefits of participating in the Fellowship was the development of
new, strong, and long-lasting relationships with peers in other sectors — relationships that would have
likely not existed without the Fellowship.

Through a 13-month experience, Fellows have an opportunity to get to know one another and build
relationships both in sessions and informally during the dinners that precede every cohort meeting. With
each successive year, leaders of the Fellowship see these dinners as more and more critical to setting
the stage for challenging conversations the following day. One leader of the Fellowship emphasized
that the dinners help “participants get to know each other as people,” and those connections need to
be built “to move the work forward.” There is usually a low-stakes activity that begins the process of
interrogating people’s assumptions and biases, such as a drawbridge exercise,* a story-based game
“that folks can push and pull [on issues of power, cultural norms, and values] in a nonserious way,” one
leader of the Fellowship explained.
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Structured consultancy protocols where Fellows
share a problem of practice offer a more formal
way to build relationships across sectors and
provide an opportunity for real-time networking
and shared learning. As one alumnus observed,
“Literally every time I've been a part of a
consultancy, someone else gets something

out of it that wasn't presenting a problem

of practice.” It's during these consultancies

that Fellows collectively work through their
understanding of systems and learn to apply the
knowledge and skills from cohort sessions to
their everyday work. These sessions also build
the confidence of individuals to enact change
and identify those aspects of the system ripe
for disruption. In addition to consultancies, the
Fellowship routinely puts on “Disruption Days,”
where current and past Fellows come together
to discuss a specific topic of interest.

As new relationships form and existing ones
strengthen, Fellows expand their network of
trusted colleagues. This growing network is

an asset when new problems come up and
Fellows need a thought partner to contemplate
solutions. In surveys of past Fellows, 95%
report engaging with other alumni.** These
relationships have other benefits as well, many
of which are difficult to capture using traditional
quantitative metrics. For example, Fellows

who develop strong relationships with their
counterparts in other sectors can improve their
understanding of the laws, policies, and political
dynamics that govern how other systems work.
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Ideally, the organizations that convene, manage, and facilitate
cross-sector networks should come from outside of government,
have no conflicts of interest, and carry no agenda other than

disrupting racial inequities and producing better youth outcomes.

Building a cross-sector coalition of system disruptors takes time

Key Takeaway: The longer cross-sector coalitions remain active and strong, and the more they
grow, the greater the potential for long-term impact and meaningful systems disruptions. The role
of curating and managing networks such as the Fellowship is one that funders should consider
supporting not just initially, but over several years to maximize the impact of the network.

In just its ninth year, the Fellowship represents a diverse, cross-sector network of more than 200
alumni. As this network grows, each successive cohort gains access to a larger web of influence than
the one previous. There is likely no problem or issue this cross-sector network does not have insight or
experience with. As one leader of the Fellowship described it: “We're training individuals, but over so
many cohorts and so much time, we are genuinely making changes to systems.”

This network would be a group of loosely connected individuals if not for the active role that Equity Lab
staff take in creating space for current Fellows and alumni to convene, communicate, and collaborate.
Creating this neutral and protected space for collaboration is essential for keeping the network active
and for facilitating connections that continue to break down silos. Equity Lab staff also serve as network
managers, often fielding calls from alumni who are seeking help or support. Several interviewees noted
they often call Equity Lab staff when they do not know who to go to. Surveys of past Fellows also show
that more than half of alumni (52%) said they asked other alumni for advice after the program ended.*

The longevity of the Fellowship is also felt at the organizational level when multiple leaders participate
in the program. Several organizations have had staff participate, such as District of Columbia Public
Schools, KIPP DC, Education Forward DC, DC Public Library, and the Children’s National Hospital.
Having staff participate enables continuity, ensuring that a shared language and systems-thinking
approach to addressing racial inequities stays intact across an organization.

11 The Seeding Disruption Fellowship: How One Organization Bellwether.org
Builds Cross-Sector Relationships in Pursuit of Racial Equity


https://bellwether.org/

Going too fast or too big too soon can result in failed initiatives that
waste resources, burn political capital, and frustrate those trying to

enact change as well as the youth and families who desperately need it.

Small wins are the catalyst for big disruptions

Key Takeaway: Funders that support cross-sector coalition-building should recognize and value
the iterative nature of change, particularly when change is hard to measure. This may require that
funders shift from providing grants for specific policy changes to investing in programs that train
leaders to be system disruptors.

The government agencies and philanthropic organizations that fund efforts to disrupt racial inequities
often want to see big changes in short order. Many Fellows have enacted such changes, ranging from
a system-level reform that prioritized students experiencing economic challenges in charter school
lotteries to a revamped organizational salary structure that ensured noninstructional (e.g., counselors,
social workers, school nurses) staff of color were paid on par with white teachers in similar roles.

However, starting with modest, small wins is often what is most effective and feasible. Going too fast or
too big too soon can result in failed initiatives that waste resources, burn political capital, and frustrate
those trying to enact change as well as the youth and families who desperately need it. Too often, the
failed attempt at change is the reason used by those in power to not try again.

At its core, the Fellowship is a leadership development program that trains individuals to identify and
pursue small changes as part of their everyday professional routine. The program explicitly targets
leaders who have the power to enact change within their respective spheres of influence. When those
small wins are routinized over time, they collectively lead to bigger, more systemic reforms. As one
leader of the Fellowship said, “We think this Fellowship is systems change.”

The way the Fellowship produces small change goes beyond individuals. Several intentional structures
that build community, such as the consultancies, informal dinners, and Disruption Days, all create space
where problems are elevated and new connections, relationships, and solutions are surfaced. There is
also the Small Bets fund, for which Fellows can submit basic proposals to implement an initiative (e.g.,
host an event, implement a policy change) at a small scale (Sidebar 3). If the “small bet"” is successful,
the Equity Lab works with Fellows to see how they might scale the initiative. These structures create
space for the imagination and creativity needed to not only see where small wins are possible, but also
to recognize where the larger opportunities for disruption might lie.
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The cumulative effect of the formal and informal activities both during and after the Fellowship is

to create countless opportunities for Fellows to identify and enact big systemic disruptions. Often,

however, it is the small wins that inspire more systemic disruptions. One leader of the Fellowship also

posited that the small wins help build momentum and show leaders what is possible “by recognizing

and achieving smaller wins early on, and when that becomes your practice and habit, you start to

recognize the larger opportunities where you wouldn't even have seen it before.” In other words, the

Fellowship is not designed to produce discrete, individual policy changes. Rather, the Fellowship is

training “leaders to think in generative ways [and] collaborate in different ways across sectors, to make

change happen in ways it hasn’t before.”

A Collaboration for Immigrant Families

In recent years, the District has experienced a significant
increase in international migration, which has been on

the rise since the 1970s.%¢ From 2022 to 2023 alone, the
District saw a 54% increase in international migration.47 One
Fellowship alumnus who oversees curriculum in dozens of
the District’s pre-K through grade 12 schools saw an increase
of 100 immigrant students in just one school, which only
employed a single multilingual teacher at the time. Many of
these immigrant students experienced severe trauma before,
during, and after their journeys to the District and needed
intensive wraparound support to make a successful transition
into school and the community writ large. Many immigrant
students not only experience challenges in school but also
face housing and food insecurity and difficulty accessing

social services.*®

Stephanie Mintz, an alumna of the 2021 Fellowship cohort,
has been working with immigrant families in the District
since she began as a social worker 25 years ago. In the years
leading up to the Fellowship, Mintz coordinated events for
partners that supported immigrant families and students

in her role as the student services director and community
schools coordinator at the Briya Public Charter School. After
a few years of these events, Mintz and her colleagues wanted
to shift gatherings from being a one-way “thank you” to key
partners toward a more interactive convening where the
people who support immigrant families could meet, build
relationships, and share resources. In 2019, the Collaboration
for Immigrant Families (Collab) was born.

The Collab began meeting in earnest in 2021, the year Mintz
joined the Fellowship. As these events, which started with
a few dozen people, kept growing each year, Mintz felt the
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need to formalize the group to provide more structure and
a consistent cadence for the convenings. With support from
the Fellowship’s Small Bets fund, Mintz and the rest of the
volunteer planning committee were able to pay for food and
other meeting materials without needing to request funding
from their organizations. Now, the Collab has the funding to
support three in-person events per year. At the most recent
event in November 2024, the Collab had more than

90 attendees representing 50 different organizations.

In many ways, the Collab is a microcosm of the Fellowship.
The main purpose of the Collab is to break down silos by
"“bringing together people and groups who recognize and
experience the impact of discriminatory systems and practices
that perpetuate social and economic hardships for immigrant
families in our city,” according to one leader of the Collab.
Attendees represent a wide range of professionals, including
those in education, housing, legal services, and mental health.
During meetings, attendees discuss systemic challenges
facing immigrant students and families with the goals of
sharing resources, networking to identify and access support,
and in the end, coming up with solutions.

Like the Fellowship, the Collab emphasizes building
relationships and sharing resources. As an organizer of the
Collab observed, “Resources [to support immigrant students
and families in the District] are vast but disconnected.” This
same organizer recalled the reaction one school leader in the
city had after a Collab event. After this school leader came to
the event, they revealed they had no idea there were so many
resources out there, despite working with immigrant families
for decades. Now this school leader has a growing network
of people to help access resources to support the immigrant
students and families in their school. Just as the Fellowship’s
network grows, so does the Collab’s, creating another
expanding web of impact.

Bellwether.org
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Conclusion

The Fellowship provides numerous examples of
what systems-level disruption looks like when it is
grounded in racial equity, planned with purpose,
and informed by history and local context. This may
be the only type of intentional disruption that has a
chance to dismantle racial inequities in education,
health, and other areas of life for youth and families.
On the other side of the continuum, unintentional
disruption often leads to greater inequity. For
example, the massive disruptions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic produced a dramatic change
in the structure and delivery of pre-K through

grade 12 education overnight. The shift to virtual
learning that resulted from near-universal school
closures led to the worsening of educational
inequities.*’

The Equity Lab’s approach to intentional disruption
in the District through the Fellowship serves as

a promising model that can be adapted and
replicated in other cities. By training individuals to
be historically informed change agents who can
build strong relationships, break down silos, and
collaborate across sectors, the Fellowship is building
a network that produces intentional disruptions
every day. As those intentional disruptions add up
and the Fellowship’s network grows, change that
improves racial equity will become the norm rather
than the exception in the nation’s capital. 4

More From the Equity Lab

The Equity Lab's Seeding Disruption Fellowship is a place-based initiative structured in cohorts to tackle
deeply rooted racial inequities within the pre-K through grade 12 education system and related fields.
Interested in how the Fellowship works and how to bring this important work to your city or community?
Click here to learn more.
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