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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2008, United Way Worldwide announced the Goals for the Common 
Good—a call to action for individuals and organizations across America to 
raise their hands in support of ambitious goals in three target areas that 
would significantly improve our nation by 2018:

•  EDUCATION: Cut by half the number of young people who drop out of 
high school.

•  INCOME: Cut by half the number of lower income families that lack 
financial stability.

•  HEALTH: Increase by a third the number of youths and adults who are 
healthy and who avoid risky behaviors.

With a first year focus on education, United Ways went into neighborhoods 
across the nation to hear what the community had to say. 

As part of this nationwide effort, United Way of Tampa Bay began a 
community engagement effort called “Raise Your Hand for Education” 
to inspire individuals and institutions to give, advocate and volunteer to 
help address our academic achievement gaps. We held four community 
conversations— two in Hillsborough and two in Pinellas—to hear what 
you had to say and how you felt about education in your community. 

What we heard from you —and confirmed by what we know from 
research—is that education is a community issue, not just the problem 
of our school districts. Education is the foundation of a strong future:  a 
child’s success in school, work, and life starts with a good education, 
especially in the early years.

As a community leader, United Way is committed to mobilizing our 
stakeholders—parents, citizens, funding organizations, corporations  —
around the most critical education issues.       

Our Community Conversations
Tampa Bay residents who attended our conversations included parents, 
employees at all levels from corporate and government sectors, teachers 
and non-profit agency staff. The conversations were intimate, honest and 
engaging.  

At each of our Community Conversations we asked four questions:  

• What do you want education to be like in our community?

• How do education-related issues affect you personally?

• What kinds of things can be done to make a difference?   
 By groups?  By individuals? 

• Who should take action about this issue? How?

While we heard a myriad of opinions and personal experiences, three major 
themes emerged:

• Parental Involvement

• Student Success

• Advocacy



“Parental involvement is 
the key to kids succeeding”

Parental Involvement 
Parental involvement is critical for a child to succeed in school and 
in life. Parents are a child’s first teachers. When families are actively 
involved in their children’s learning, the children’s attendance, 
behavior, social skills, grades, and chances of staying in school 
improve. A parent’s involvement is particularly crucial during a child’s 
first few years of life when his or her brain is being “hardwired” for 
future learning.  If children are read to regularly, especially daily, they 
will develop better language and literacy skills and are more likely to 
enter kindergarten ready to learn. And if they enter kindergarten ready, 
they are more likely to graduate on time and continue on to college. 

What we heard What we know
“Educational systems should require parental 

involvement – that is the center of quality 

education.”

Children who have parents who help them learn to read have been 

shown to increase their test scores b
y 10 percentage points.1 

“Parents don’t know what they don’t know.”

73% of Americans wrongly believe that if children
 enter 

kindergarten not prepared to read, they 
will catch up in elementary 

school;2 however, 88% of first graders who are reading below grade 

level will continue to read below grade level3 and are four times 

more likely to drop out of s
chool.4

“Some parents are just trying to survive and 

have all they can handle on their plate.”
77% of mothers with school-age children are working.5

“Most people don't know where to go for help.”
32% of 4th graders whose parents graduated from  

college are reading below grade level.
6



Student Success
Student success is statistically enhanced when six “musts” are met: 

1.  The child must enter school with fundamentals including 
language and communication skills, alphabet and letter 
recognition and early social skills.

2. The child must be reading on grade level by the end of 3rd grade. 

3.  The child must make a successful transition from middle school 
to high school. 

4.  The child must have teachers all along the way who provide rigor 
in the classroom, make education relevant to real life and create 
relationships with their students. 

5.  The child must have quality out-of-school time activities that 
enhance what he or she learned in school. 

6.  The child must have a caring adult in his or her life – a mentor, 
teacher or coach – who will help set the tone for good behavior 
and expectations for post high school education.

“People don’t feel personally responsible 
for the state of education in our community 
but really, we all have skin in this game.”

What we heard What we know

“The system should care about the child, 

start earlier in its reach--the pre-K levels.”
Nationally, 46% of children start school without the 

skills they need to succeed.1 

“We need to make time to mentor and 

care for all kids, not just in the classroom 

but out of school as well.” 

80% of a child’s waking hours are spent outside 

of school2 and those youth who spent time in 

extracurricular activities are 6 times less likely to 

drop out of school.3 

“Education has a global impact - Kids 

are our future and we need to know that 

our future has promise.”

Among the free-market countries, the US is the only 

nation where young adults are less educated than 

the previous generation.4  

“We need to empower and inspire 

teachers and help them feel like leaders of 

the future--like they used to be viewed.”

In a Time survey, 77% of respondents felt that 

teaching is among the most under-appreciated 

professions in the US.5

“The community needs to value 

education--it permeates everything.”
If just half of Florida’s drop outs from the class of 2010 

had stayed in school and earned diplomas, there 

would be $322 million in increased earnings and 

$254 million in increased spending over their lifetimes.6



Advocacy
An advocate is one who supports or promotes a cause. Advocating 
for education can be as simple as writing a letter to the editor or 
as involved as serving on the Parent Teacher Student Association 
(PTSA). Support education in your county by paying attention to 
school board elections and following the board’s actions. Vote 
for the legislators whom you believe care about the education 
standards in your community and write to them when you agree 
or disagree with their positions. 

“We have an obligation 
to make public schools 
work.”

What we heard What we know

 ``We need to charge 

legislators with addressing 

the  issues of education.

In Florida, we spend $6,500 for pre-K 

education per child per year versus 

$19,469 for a prison inmate per year.1

``We need to get engaged.

Only 24.50/0 of the residents of  

the Tampa Metropolitan Statistical 

Area volunteer-- ranking us 39th 

within the 51 large cities.2

``Money is not the only way 

to help.

Spending just one hour per week 

with a struggling reader can increase 

reading skills, so that by the end of 

the school year he or she is reading 

at or near grade level.3 



What United Way is going to do.
•  In partnership with other education-related organizations, 

explore the development of a major initiative to support 
teachers, children and parents in promotion of early literacy 
skills.

•  Conduct and utilize best practice research on parental 
involvement in children’s education in targeted 
neighborhoods.

•  Recruit and provide opportunities for 1,000 volunteers to 
read, tutor or mentor children. 

•  Encourage others to pledge to stand up for education in  
Tampa Bay.

What you can do.
The status of education is only going to change if we all get involved. 
Education affects our neighborhoods, the quality of our workplaces, 
and how many people vote and volunteer. Whether you’re a parent, 
whether you live in an apartment or a home, whether you’re retired or 
just beginning your career, the quality of education affects you and 
your future.

It doesn’t take much to get involved. You can give an hour a month. 
You can write a letter to the editor.  You can donate your children’s 
books or you can donate to United Way’s education agenda. Every 
effort matters—and it’s as easy as this:

 Give. Your resources help make a difference.
• Donate books to a child care or Headstart center.

•  Donate outgrown children’s clothing to your  
school’s clothes closet.

• Donate to United Way’s education agenda.

• Sponsor a spaghetti dinner for a school conference night.

• Adopt a classroom.

  Advocate. Be a voice for the issue— 
tell others why you care.

•  Participate in school board and city council meetings in 
person or watch them on TV and respond by email.

• Encourage your business network to get involved.

•  Encourage your professional associations to host forums on 
education.

•  Support United Way’s education agenda by telling friends  
and neighbors.

• Join the PTSA or School Advisory Committee.

  Volunteer. Use your time to advance the  
common good.

• Visit www.unitedwaytampabay.org and click on volunteer.

• Tutor or mentor a child.

• Volunteer at a school or pre-school.

•  Become a reading buddy or coach and read  
with young children

• Provide career mentoring to a youth.



RAISE YOUR HAND FOR 
EDUCATION

I pledge to stand up for education in Tampa Bay.

I believe that education is a building block for a good quality 
of life, that we all win when a child succeeds in school, and 
that our country's success tomorrow depends on how well we 
educate our children today.

I believe that every child deserves great schools and great 
teachers, but they alone are not enough.  I believe it also 
takes strong families, a stable home life and good health. 

I believe that high school dropouts are years in the making 
and that early intervention is the key to success.  United Way’s 
vision is that every child will enter school ready to learn, read 
proficiently by 4th grade, make a successful transition to 
middle school, and graduate from high school on time. 

I believe in the power of parents, teachers, students, 
companies, elected officials and members of the community, 
working together for the common good. 

I was honored to be the champion 
of United Way’s Raise Your Hand for 
Education challenge.

My parents instilled the importance 
of education in me and I in turn had 
educational expectations of my own 
children. That is our role as parents 
and caring adults in our community. 
Progress Energy also believes strongly 
in the importance of education from 
both a community standpoint and an 
economic development trigger. That 
is why education is one of Progress 
Energy’s philanthropic focus areas.  

So I would like to ask you to join me 
by raising your hand for education. 
Become a caring adult for a child 
in your neighborhood, with a 
kindergartner struggling to read or as 
a mentor to a middle school student. 
Pledge with me and United Way to 
stand up for education in Tampa Bay. 

Thank you.

Michael Lewis 
Senior Vice President, Energy Delivery 

Progress Energy Florida

United Way’s Afira DeVries, left and Diana Baker, right, with  
Michael Lewis at One Buc Place for our first community conversation.



Thanks to our generous hosts, we held two community conversations each in  
Hillsborough and Pinellas, making it possible for more people to attend.

• The Tampa Bay Buccaneers • Progress Energy

• The Tampa Tribune • Valpak
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