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Partnership  is the theme of this publication. We report on lessons learned regarding the formation of 

partnerships to support Title I schools in five cities (Center, CO; Denver; Memphis; New Haven; Orlando). These 
partnerships involved engagement with national service, local government and nonprofit agencies, the faith com-
munity, and schools. The partnerships formed under the umbrella of Together for Tomorrow, which is a joint 
initiative between the Corporation for National and Community Service, the U.S. Department of Education, and the 
White House to propel improvement of our lowest-performing schools; by spotlighting and fostering partnerships 
among schools, families, national service programs, and community-based organizations.  

 

The Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) Together for Tomorrow initiative started with pilot sites with over 
60 VISTA members and has now expanded to an additional 13 states with an additional 125 VISTA members. 
AmeriCorps VISTA is a program that asks citizens to commit one year of full time service to build capacity of organ-
izations and communities seeking to help alleviate poverty.  

 

We not only report on the formation of partnerships for Together for Tomorrow but on the partnership that has led 
to the development of this report.  The Center for Public and Nonprofit Management is the research and communi-
ty-outreach arm of the School of Public Administration at the University of Central Florida. We measure our suc-
cess based on Return on Engagement (ROE) of our professors and students; ultimately, we aim for our research 
and teaching through service learning to have an impact in the communities around us. To that end, we have evalu-
ated the Orlando, Florida  Together for Tomorrow initiative, and we host our own AmeriCorps VISTA project fo-
cusing on the development of organizational and community capacity to improve academic and life success of K-12 
homeless students in Central Florida.  

 

In spring 2013, students in PAD 6825 (Cross-Sector Governance) completed a service learning project to evaluate 
the partnership formation in five Together for Tomorrow cities. They conducted telephone interviews with lead 
agencies in each city, VISTA members, school officials, and community partners to ascertain the processes em-
ployed to develop partnerships and utilize AmeriCorps VISTA resources. The project was jointly designed with the 
Corporation for National and Community Service and culminated in a national webinar, where students presented 
findings to a live audience of approximately 100 community leaders. The contents of this brief are drawn in part 
from the data collected by students. This partnership is a win-win-win, for students learning about community 
partnerships, for the Corporation for National and Community Service seeking information about their pilot loca-
tions, and for communities that can benefit from lessons learned to replicate or expand Together for Tomorrow. 



 

2 

ACHIEVING IMPACT REQUIRES A STRONG FOUNDATION 

 

Together for Tomorrow’s success rests on a foundation of strong partnership. In the pages that fol-
low, we review steps that research on collaboration and partnership suggest are helpful if not vital for 
successful engagement across organizations. In reviewing those steps, we highlight examples from the 
five pilot cities, presenting these as “good practices” from which other organizations and jurisdictions 

can learn.  

 

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS 

 

 Identify Problem or Information Needs 

 Identify Possible Collaborators 

 Specify the Skills, Resources, Relationships, or Information                                                                 
each Potential Collaborator Possesses 

 Identify Existing Relations among Potential Collaborators 

 Identify Resource Gaps within the Relationships of Existing Community Partners 

 Identify Unique Environmental Conditions 

 Determine Values and Preferences of Collaborators 

 Select Management Structure of Network 

METAPHORICALLY SPEAKING... 

 

 

Discussions of collaboration and partnership often involve the use of metaphor.  

 

 How do we make this marriage work? 

 Don’t get married for money! 

 Is it possible to have a civilized divorce?!? 

 

We prefer the use of cake rather than marital bliss (or despair) but happily will maintain 
the theme. When it comes to successful collaboration, we need a recipe for a multi-

flavored wedding cake (see Thomas Bryer’s extended discussion in the Journal of Public Management 

and Social Policy). Collaboration involves multiple organizations, with a wide array of values 
and interests, mixing together to form what is hoped to be a delicious blend that is pleas-
ing to all in the community. The recipe for success is summarized in the gold box on this 

page and expanded on the pages that follow with examples from Together for Tomorrow. 
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1. Identify problem or information needs 

Collaborations between site directors, school principals and other community stakeholders led the various sites to 

identify areas of need. Strategies for needs assessment included group meetings, community and parent outreach, 

assessment with school principals, and individual conversations with school administrators, teachers, and parents. 

 The Memphis site gave schools the autonomy to determine their needs and communicate the projects they 

would like to have accomplished through Together for Tomorrow  

 New Haven site directors worked with each individual school as well as teachers and parents to identify 

needs and develop a plan of action.  

 

2. Identify possible collaborators  

Collaborations were used and developed to screen potential community partners, with sites using a variety of for-

mal and informal mechanisms for partner identification. 

 

 New Haven required potential community partners to complete a Request for Proposal (RFP), which helped 

the site identify which organizations shared their goals and could help them meet community needs. 

 In Denver, VISTA members set up informational meetings for potential community partners, which helped 

the sponsor site director assess the possibility of being able to utilize their services. 

 

3. Specify the skills, resources, relationships, or information each potential collaborator   

possesses  

An important aspect of partnership development for the various sites was to identify how each  potential partner  
would contribute to the overall goal of the program.  
 

 Center, Denver and Memphis sought partners that could fill unique roles including advocacy, workforce de-
velopment, policy support, funding support, program development input, resource development, facilitation 
of space, and direct service, as well as more narrow material needs such as eyeglasses for students and back-
packs for homeless students.  

 Orlando and New Haven developed partnerships with faith-based organizations, which were identified as 
key in promoting school and community volunteer recruitment efforts. 
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4.  Identify existing relations among potential collaborators 

Site supervisor organizations re-dedicated existing relationships to align with strategic imperatives and establish 

new community bonds.  

 Denver dedicated time and effort to developing a stronger connection with the parent academy at the local 

school district in order to recruit and engage parents. In addition, they identified people who were already 

volunteering and invited them to be part of the community ambassador program, which seeks to connect 

students and families to community resources.  

 Orlando worked with schools to identify organizations that were already working with them, and then con-

tacted them to see if they would be interested in engaging at a higher level. 

 

5. Identify resource gaps within the relationships of existing community partners 

Once existing relationships were tapped, new relationships were formed to fill unmet needs. 

 

 Beyond their established community partnerships, New Haven began to develop on-going collaborations 

with local businesses and community organizations that could provide small donations for trainings as well 

as meeting space. 

 

6. Identify unique environmental conditions  
Decisions regarding program structure were based on  the specific community needs, available resources, and  
ultimate program goals. 

 

 With the goal of developing a true regional project that supported the needs of the entire community, Denver 
began to house all of their VISTAs in the same location instead of individual schools, which provided the 
members with the level of support that they needed as part of a team approach.  

 Given limited direct resources, New Haven and Denver utilized local partners to help them meet the training 
needs of their VISTA members.  
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7. Determine values and preferences of collaborators 

Collaborators demonstrated an ability to gauge the values and preferences of their peers.  

 At the Orlando site, some organizations were reluctant to sign an agreement/MOU because they felt it was 

a legal commitment.  

 Memphis partners have a collegial relationship that has helped them avoid conflicts, thus they do not rely 

on formalized conflict management practices. 

 

8. Select management structure of network 

Collaborators demonstrated an ability to translate the unique values and preferred ways of working into respon-

sive practice.  

 Denver utilized a different approach to developing agreements with each organization depending on the 

level of comfort and commitment. These approaches ranged from verbal agreements, written agreements, 

and contractual agreements. 

 In New Haven, partners meet monthly with the project coordinator and quarterly as a group to review 

successes and challenges. When needed, the project coordinator and VISTA leader will work more in depth 

with the host sites and the VISTA to ensure issues are resolved and partners are supported.  
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Value National Service 

 

Together for Tomorrow has made extensive use of AmeriCorps VISTA, and the pilot cities have univer-
sally acknowledged the work VISTA members performed, stating in multiple cases, that they would not 
have been able to propel forward without VISTA. The Corporation for National and Community Service 
is a federal agency that engages more than 5 million Americans in service through its core programs—

AmeriCorps, Senior Corps, and the Social Innovation Fund. Each branch of national service has a 
unique function. Communities should consult http://www.nationalservice.gov/ to explore the vast op-

portunities and potential. 

TOGETHER TOWARDS TOMORROW 

 

We have learned some lessons from the research conducted and from other research on partnerships 
and collaborations that are relevant to these cases. We offer these closing ideas to assist communities in 

thinking about the planning, execution, and evaluation of partnerships built to impact schools and     
beyond. 

 

 

Measure Impact 

 

Volunteer service is about more than feeling good and giving out (or getting) t-shirts. It is about changing the lives 
of individuals and the vibrancy of whole communities through dedicated, passionate effort. An initiative like To-
gether for Tomorrow is built on the service of volunteers—both full time like VISTA and occasional, like mentors 
and tutors recruited from the community. In planning for a Together for Tomorrow initiative, it is imperative for 

an evaluator to be at the table from the start in order to monitor performance and demonstrate impact.  

 

Professionalize Your Volunteers 

 

“Professional volunteers” sounds strange, but this is essential for a successful program. Generally, in volunteer 
management, it is important to support and acknowledge your volunteers.  For VISTA members, it is also im-

portant to provide targeted professional development and training. Community partners will rely on VISTA mem-
bers to build capacity; we must ensure the VISTA members have the tools and training they need to succeed in 

their mission.  
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Special Thanks To: 

Corporation for National and Community Service 

Students in PAD 6825 Cross-Sector Governance, Spring 2013 at the                                       

University of Central Florida 

 

Resources: 

http://www.vistacampus.org/ 

http://schoolturnaroundsupport.org/ 

http://cpnm.ucf.edu/ 

 

See Also: 

Bryer, Thomas A. In Press. Together for Tomorrow: Improving Title I Education through Inter-

Sectoral and Governmental Collaboration. Journal of Public Management and Social Policy. 

(contact thomas.bryer@ucf.edu to get a copy) 

Bryer, Thomas A., Maria-Elena Augustin, Mukta Barve, Norma Gracia, and Valerie Perez. 2013. 

Fighting Poverty with Passion and a University Partner: The Creation of a High Impact 

AmeriCorps VISTA Program. Journal for Nonprofit Management, 15(2).  

(see http://socialwork.rutgers.edu/CentersandPrograms/nonprofit/JournalforNonprofit.aspx) 

More Information on Methodology: 

Contact thomas.bryer@ucf.edu or 407-823-0410 
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