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CONCLUSION

The harbormaster approach does not 

guarantee success, however, it is a vehicle 

to coordinate a set of activities that can 

lead to more great schools in your city.

Neglecting any one of the four core 

harbormasters strategies carries significant 

risk. Some harbormasters may make 

strides investing in school operators and 

talent pipelines, but neglect community 

engagement, thus risking the impression 

of imposing change on communities rather 

than building locally owned movements. 

Others may pursue unwise policy initiatives 

(tangential to their core work) that 

bring unwanted and unneeded political 

opposition to their doorstep. 

There are also common mistakes that we 

encounter in our work with harbormasters 

in our network. The most common mistake 

is operating without strategic clarity. 

Too often, organizations fail to develop 

a comprehensive theory of change and 

implementation plan. This lack of strategic 

clarity is frequently tied to low-quality bars 

for investment and limited organizational 

accountability. The boards of directors of 

harbormaster organizations need to buy 

into the North Star goal of high-quality 

school growth and hold the leadership and 

staff of their organizations accountable 

for achieving year over year growth in the 

number of high-quality public school seats 

in their city. In doing so, harbormasters will 

have to develop and maintain high-quality 

standards for the schools they invest in 

and the programs they support. 

Despite these risks and common mistakes, 

the promising early results achieved 

by organizations like the CityBridge 

Foundation, DC Schools Fund, The Mind 

Trust, New Schools for New Orleans and 

the Philadelphia Schools Partnership are 

evidence that harbormasters can facilitate 

well executed, coordinated city-based 

approaches to education that increase 

the number of high-quality schools.

While harbormasters and their local 

partners may implement a variety of 

strategies to pursue their North Star, the 

constant is that the various inputs and 

activities are measured over time by the 

answer to one singular question: Are there 

more children in high-quality schools 

today than there were yesterday? 

Our organization, Education Cities, 

exists to help leaders in cities undertake 

this work and measure their progress. 

We will partner with our current members 

to quicken the pace at which they are 

increasing the number of high-quality 

schools by helping them focus their 

activities on the four core harbormaster 

strategies. We will support leaders in 

other cities who want to replicate the 

harbormaster approach by offering 

planning and implementation support. 

We will provide research and information 

for the broader education sector to better 

disseminate lessons learned. Together, we 

hope to bring focus, strategy and resolve 

to city-based local efforts to improve 

public education.
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