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Executive Summary 

As a result of the Ministry of Education’s mandated graduation rate methodology, the graduation 
rate statistic does not show a complete picture of the achievement of students in local school 
boards. This methodology creates a challenging dilemma for those focused on increasing student 
achievement. In some cases helping the young people who need the most intensive supports will 
do nothing to positively impact the graduation rate statistic, as collected by the Ministry. Further, 
the help that some students need—Independent Education Plans for example—will in fact 
occasionally negatively  impact high school graduations rates.  

How We Measure Graduation Rates 

There are a number of threads to unravel when thinking through possible measures of high school 
success. One place to start unravelling is by trying to understand how graduation rates are 
measured. Think of the graduation rate as one of those cameras on a rollercoaster that snaps a 
photo just at the end of a drop: there are two cameras, the 4 year and 5 year graduation rate, and 
they only take each person’s photo once. What has happened to a student before or after that time 
doesn’t exist according to the camera.  If someone is not still enrolled after the 4 year end of school 
date in June and has a Diploma (OSSD), then they have graduated. On the other side, if someone is 
enrolled the day after the last day in June, of their cohort’s 5th year, they will be counted as a 
non-graduate—and here is the important part—they will never  be counted as a graduate, even if 
they achieve their OSSD shortly after. If in, say the 1st semester of their second Victory Lap, they 
achieve their OSSD, they will still never be counted in the graduation rate measure. You see you 
only get those two moments to take a photo.  

The 4 year graduation rate  is what we 
described above. The snapshot at the specific 
time, on that specific day at the end of the 4th 
year of a student's career.  

The Early Leaver rate  is essentially the dropout 
rate. If someone drops out in Grade 11, they 
will only be included in the early leaver rate 
two years later when the date passes that end 
of June 5 year cohort date. Remember, data is 
only collected at that snapshot time. This also 
means that if a student chooses to leave high 
school before getting their Diploma (which 

often happens to pursue vocational training like trades and apprenticeships), then they will be 
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counted in the Early Leaver rate, but won’t be measured in that early leaver rate until years after, on 
the 5 year June date that marks the end of their cohort.  This means the Early Leaver rate is like 
looking back in time and is not useful as a present status measure of dropout rates. 

The Non-Graduate rate  (which occasionally overlaps with the Early Leaver Rate) is the remainder of 
students who don’t fit into any other categories. Very little is known about these students because 
there are so many possibilities. A non-graduate can be someone who stays one semester longer 
than their first victory lap (so, 5.5 years to graduate), they could be someone who left high school 
for a couple years before going to Alternative Education to finish their diploma, they could be 
someone who gets their Certificate of Achievement (14 credits and 18 years old) over a 6 year 
period, they could be a student with Special Needs, or they could be on an Independent Education 
Plan (IEP) which recommends that they take longer to complete their OSSD than the 5 year 
snapshot date.  

The Victory Lap rate  is the number of students who graduate after the 4 Year date, and before the 
5th year cohort date. So, if a student takes a victory lap year, they will be included in the 5 Year 
graduation rate (78.2%) rather than the 4 Year graduation rate (66.3%), the difference gives us the 
11.9% which you can see reflected in the pie chart above. 

The way the Ministry of Education requires school boards to measure graduation rates makes it 
very difficult to know what is going on with high resolution.  It is important to have standardized 
measures for a Province to govern its’ education system; however, this way of measuring creates 
some interesting contradictions, paradoxes, and unintended marginalizations when we try to use it 
as our metric of success at the local level. With that in mind, the goal of the YPD Theory of Change l 
is to increase high school graduation rates, so we need to understand who the Early Leaver rate and 
the Non-Graduate rate is truly composed of in order to intervene and successfully bring some young 
people into the 4-5 year graduation rate (here named 4 Year or Victory Lap). 

Unintended Marginalizations - Independent Education Plans 
(IEP) 

The Independent Education Plan is a Ministry mandated facet of the Provincial education system. It 
is supposed to protect the fact that many young people don’t fit into the structured learning 
environment offered by most provincial high schools. The CYN and Pressure Testing Team’s  data 
on barriers to student success demonstrate that there are a number of common trends that start to 
explain why young people drop out of high school: bullying, mental health, overwhelmed by work, 
and impracticality of what they learn in school. IEPs would be a useful tool in combating some of 
these symptoms, but IEPs often bring with them a lessened and customized work load that causes 
the student to complete school in a longer timeframe. This can often mean the student will not 
complete within the 5 year graduation rate and will therefore be counted in the non-graduate rate. 
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Paradoxically, it seems that in trying to increase the success of students, it is possible to end up 
having a negative impact on graduation rates. 

Unintended Marginalizations - Wheable and Alternative 
Education 

Wheable and TVDSB’s Alternative Education programs are incredibly successful at getting people 
who have not finished high school back in the system to graduate with their Certificate of 
Achievement (COA), General Educational Development (GED) or their Ontario Secondary School 
Diploma (OSSD). Imagine a case where someone leaves school in Grade 11, works for a few years, 
then comes back years later to get either their GED or OSSD. Because they are past their 5 year 
snapshot on the rollercoaster, they will never  be included in the graduation rate. They will always 
be both an Early Leaver and Non-Graduate in this case, but of course, not measured as such until 
they hit that 5 year cohort date. There is solid evidence to indicate that there are benefits with 
regards to career trajectory and success for young people who complete their OSSD or GED. 
Therefore, it makes sense to try to get more of these young people to eventually finish their OSSD 
and GED. However, since they are not captured in the 5 year snapshot, this will never  affect 
graduation rates. This means there is a contradiction in our measurement strategy: if the goal is to 
increase the success of young people, then there should be interventions designed to help these 
young people to get back into school, but if the goal is to increase Ministry collected graduation 
rate numbers to increase, these interventions might not be appropriate because helping these 
individuals in this way won’t positively impact the core metric.  

Unintended Marginalizations - Students From Other Boards 

Initially, the team assumed that there would be school specific graduation rate data for the Thames 
Valley District School Board (TVDSB); however, it is only possible to get board level 4 year and 5 year 
graduation rate data. The reason for this type of measurement has to do with the extreme mobility 
of students within a school board. Students move around all of the time for personal, health, 
academic, and extracurricular reasons. For example, certain schools specialize in different 
programs, leading students to change schools as they explore their passions and interests. There is 
great strength in this diversity and mobility of students in the TVDSB. This is why they only measure 
on that 5 year snapshot date.  

To further compound this issue, there is a quirk regarding inter-board mobility—in other words, if a 
student moves from one board to TVDSB. In those cases, once the student graduates, the 
graduation rate will be captured in the board where the student began  Grade 9, not in board they 
are graduating from.  This means that  a student who began Grade 9 at a different board and who is 
graduating a current TVDSB student, will not be counted in TVDSB graduation rates even if that 
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student goes through the system and graduates in 4 or 5 years. This is interesting because based on 
some of the data collected from young people who have dropped out, a common time to drop out 
can be immediately following the move of a young person to London from another city (inter-board 
move).  

Think from the young person's perspective for a second: they have some underlying stress/anxiety 
about school and/or people, they not only move to a new school, but a new city, entirely separated 
from their friends and most crucial social support network at that age. This is going to be a stressful 
transition time for that young person and a time that would likely benefit from some support and 
intervention to ensure that they stay within the system. The issue is that even if it was possible to 
support 100% of these cases and keep those young people on track and on their way to graduate 
within the 4 and 5 years, that would have a 0%  effect on graduation rates of the board. Again we 
seem to have a case where giving students the help they need to be academically successful 
actually has no impact on graduation rates. 

Unintended Marginalizations - Special Needs Students 

Special Needs students are students with one or more of a number of different exceptionalities, 
from physical barriers to learning disabilities. Many Special Needs students are placed on 
Independent Education Plans (IEPs), many of which pursue Certificates of Achievement as opposed 
to an OSSD. These students will never be counted in the graduation rate as it is currently measured. 
There is talk at the Ministry of Education about standardizing measurement to include these diverse 
ways of achieving success in high school, but this is not yet the case. Due to London’s dense 
clustering of medical services (several large hospitals and research institutions), there is a 
disproportionately higher percentage of special needs as compared to Provincial averages. This is 
because families of Special Needs students often locate in or around London to ensure proximity to 
care for their children. TVDSB has 19,000 Special Needs students, only 50% who have been formally 
identified and placed on an IEP. This, out of 74,000, gives us 25.7% of students having Special Needs 
in TVDSB which starts to explain why TVDSB has a graduation rate significantly below the provincial 
average.  One wonders what TVDSB Graduation Rates would compare to Provincial numbers if you 1

could correct for this, and if it would make the search for higher Graduation Rates as meaningful as 
an impact goal. 

 

1Note that these numbers are for the entire board. This includes both Elementary and Secondary schools. Given the 
decrease in student enrollment in elementary schools preceding from lower birth rates in the last decades (down 
-3.5% in Ontario between 2001 and 2007 according to Statistics Canada), the percentage of special needs students 
might actually be higher than 25.7%. 
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Troubling Trends - When Young People Start Thinking of 
Dropping Out vs. When/How We Measure Graduation Rates 

As part of the pressure testing process, the team ran 
Facebook Ads asking young people in TVDSB High 
Schools if they are thinking of dropping out and why, 
receiving 58 responses. Getting into the richness of 
why young people want to drop out is discussed in 
more detail in the next learning brief, but one 
particular trend to notice is that, when comparing 
when high school students responded to the survey 
(See: What Grade are You in Right Now), versus when 
high school students first started thinking about 
dropping out, marks out a startling difference. 

Students currently thinking of dropping out are very likely to first start thinking of dropping out 
when they are in Grade 9, followed closely by Grade 10 and 11. This problem begins early, yet it isn’t 
identified until 4, sometimes 5 years later in the graduation rate, early leaver rate, and 
non-graduate rate data.  In thinking of this whole drop out process, it is reasonable to think that the 
longer a student goes down the path towards dropping out, the more energy, money and time it 
requires to successfully intervene in that student's life. This means focusing only on the graduation 
rate will miss areas of early intervention.  

Troubling Trends - 
Enrollment Data as Path to 
Infer to School Specific 
Graduation Rate Data 

It was disappointing to learn that there was 
no school-specific data on graduation rates 
because a natural target for some unique 
interventions would be schools with the 
lowest graduation rate data. With school 
specific data, testing could have been carried out in some schools while using the others as 
controls, thus giving us the ability to make reasonably sound conclusions about whether these 
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interventions were successful. However, the absence of school specific graduation rate data 
necessitates some approximations and inferences. The TVDSB enrollment data for all schools 
shows how many students are enrolled versus how many are full time equivalent for each grade. 
This allows us to infer that when there are many students enrolled, but less Full Time Students, 
there are more students who are part time (whether because of Special Needs, IEPs, or other 
causes) who will take longer to complete school, and therefore less likely to be counted in the 4 and 
5 year graduation rates. Calculating the average percent decrease in full time students in each 
grade across the whole school provides a measure by which to approximate graduation rates in 
each school. It is important to keep in mind that this is a  measure, not the  measure, as this is only 
approximate and makes some assumptions that we need to keep in mind. With that said, this data 
does align well with the schools students who responded to the Facebook Ads attend, offering 
some validation of this model. 

This is a sampling of schools that this model would predict to have graduation rates: 

 Students FTE 
% 

Change 
% 

Change 
% 

Change 
% 

Change 
Average 
Change School Total Total Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12 

Thames Valley 
Alternative SS 221 186.04 0% -17% -36% -15% -5.097% 

College Avenue SS 819 774.27 0% -2% -4% -14% -4.771% 

Clarke Road SS 1171 1086.6 -1% -3% -5% -15% -4.676% 

London South 
Collegiate Institute 653 622.9 0% -1% -1% -12% -4.135% 

Montcalm SS 766 717.25 -2% -4% -4% -12% -3.614% 

B. Davison SS 241 224.88 -1% -5% -2% -12% -3.604% 

Glendale High School 854 818.86 -1% -1% -3% -11% -3.462% 

Westminster SS 528 505.76 0% -2% -3% -9% -3.078% 

Huron Park SS 768 742.71 0% -2% -2% -9% -2.941% 

Parkside Collegiate 
Institute 928 906.2 0% -1% -2% -6% -1.911% 
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H. B. Beal SS 1906 1814.2 -1% -2% -6% -7% -1.890% 

Arthur Voaden SS 482 463.12 -1% -3% -4% -6% -1.769% 

Inevitable Impacts - 5% Increase in Graduation Rates by 2020 

The goal of this collective impact initiative is to increase high school graduation rates by 5% by 
2020. This is an ambitious goal. However, in speaking with the data analysts at TVDSB, the board is 
currently trending at a ~1% increase in graduation rates each year for at least the next 5 years, with 
no interventions from this initiative. Assuming we are wanting to measure actual impact of the 
Youth Project Design team’s intervention(s), then we will need to correct for this natural increase, or 
look for more granular and high resolution measures. Unfortunately, there are only two years of 
graduation rate data, despite the fact that it started getting measured in 2008. Even though 
graduation rates started getting measured 7 years ago, it was only until 5 years ago when we could 
start collecting the first data. This is because the cohort of students had to make it to that date, 5 
years after they started school, to be measured.  Now, two data points is not nearly enough data to 
determine a baseline by which to determine any real effect on graduation rates, so more granular 
data will be needed in order to measure the impact of interventions. Enrollment based data 
(mentioned above) is one of those more granular measures, as well as to closely follow students at 
high risk of dropping out as they go through proposed interventions to create a way to provide 
feedback and measurement of success. 

Conclusions  
Without drawing prescriptive conclusions, this has been a fascinating journey to discover this 
information. It has revealed the complexity in something which seems so simple like graduation 
rate measurements. It would seem that nothing is ever black and white.  
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October 14th, 2016 - Matt Ross 

Understanding the Results from the 
Digital Listening Post (DLP 1.0) 

 

Executive Summary 

The Digital Listening Post (Version 1.0) is a tool that brings young people intending on dropping out 
of highschool, who might not be captured by personal network-dependent engagement strategies, 
into the YPD Pressure Test. The intention of the DLP is to engage young people who are in the 
process of dropping out, rather than the young people who are likely to remain in high school. This 
helps to ensure that the YPD Pressure test is  informed by the voices who have lived experience of 
the barriers that the CYN and YPD Project Team are attempting to overcome. The data shows 
several clear ‘push out’ themes that demonstrate why young people are pushed out of high school, 
illustrates services and supports that are and are not realizing their intended impacts, and offers 
some insight into the parts of the education system where students struggle the most. This 
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information presents a breadth of lived experience that can be used to contextualize and enhance 
the Project Team’s understanding of the complexity of barriers that prevent young people from 
completing high school.  

Summary of Facebook Ads, Data Processing Methodology 
and Ad Metrics 

We ran highly targeted ads to 13 to 19 year olds who stated on their Facebook Profile that they were 
a part of one of the London and surrounding area secondary schools. We used a simple Google 
Form to ask a variety of questions about why they were dropping out and what supports they have 
tried to access. Click here  for the de-identified data from that campaign. 

The campaign drew a total of 676 clicks, 58 form 
submissions (8.58% conversion rate), costing a total of 
$644.82 ( $11.12 per piece of feedback ).  

The ads ran between September 30th, 2016 and 
October 10th. The intention was to run the campaign 
for an entire month, however, the ads saturated the 
target populations over an 11 day period .  2

After ending the campaign, a preliminary thematic 
analysis demonstrated strong recurring data had 
begun to emerge at the midpoint of the campaign. 
These themes aligned with the data being collected 
from the deep dive interviews being conducted by the 
Pressure Testing Interview Team, and, at a high level, 
with earlier youth feedback collected by the CYN and 
Kovacs Group.  

As such, we concluded that, despite the shorter-than-expected campaign period, enough data was 
present to draw reasonable conclusions.  

Breakdown of Schools Mentioned in Results 

Of the students who identified their school in the survey, the results show that the most common 
responses come from Clarke Road, Saunders, Banting, and Beal, respectively. This conforms largely 

2 The cost per click rapidly increased at the 9-10 day mark and the number of clicks and form 
submissions decreased steadily.  
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to predictions of low graduation rates of various TVDSB schools based on our enrollment data 
approximations seen in the Learning Brief: Understanding Graduation Rate Data . 

Troubling Trends - When Young People Start Thinking of 
Dropping Out vs. When/How we Measure Graduation Rates 

If you look at when high school students 
responded to the survey (See: What Grade are 
You in Right Now), versus when high school 
students first started thinking about dropping 
out (See: When Did You First Think of Dropping 
Out?) there is a startling difference. Students 
currently thinking of dropping out are very likely 
to start thinking of dropping out when they are 
in Grade 9, followed closely by Grade 10 and 11. 

This finding points towards the need for more 
sensitive statistical measures that respond to early 
indicators of dropout consideration. Early 
indicators of dropout intention are not captured in 
the 4 and 5 year measurements of graduates, early 
leavers, and non-graduates (See Learning Brief: 
Understanding Graduation Rate Data ). It seems 
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likely that the longer a student travels along a path towards dropping out, the more energy, money 
and time it will require to successfully intervene in that student's life. Thus, to intervene efficiently, 
the YPD Project team will need to identify local data that could be used to trigger a positive early 
intervention.  

The significant number of respondents who identify Grade 9 as the first moment of dropout 
consideration raises the possibility that students arrive in high school with many of the barriers that 
later cause them to leave school . However, before this curiosity can be transformed into a 3

reasonable assumption, further discussion with Grade 8 students is needed.  

Worrisome Why’s - Thematic Analysis of Why Young People 
Drop Out of Highschool 
The survey garnered responses from 58 young people who have dropped out or who intend to drop 
out shortly. The survey contained mixed methods, including a series of open-response questions 
that asked students to articulate why they wanted to drop out of high school. The data was 
analyzed using a primary and secondary coding system that identified important themes. The data 
below reflects the aggregate primary and secondary themes identified by the Data Team. Following 
the data, the seven primary themes are analyzed in greater detail.  

Unique Theme (Primary and Secondary) 
Frequency 
of Data Percentage 

Anxiety/Depression 21 24% 

Heavy Workload Stress/Life Considerations 
Outside School 15 17% 

Impracticality of Content 15 17% 

Bullying 10 11% 

Starts too Early 8 9% 

Stigmatized/Labeled 6 7% 

Unresponsive Administration 4 5% 

3 This is consistent with the CYN’s belief that educational transitions are important intervention 
points. 
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Quality of Teaching 3 3% 

Physical Illness 2 2% 

Not Challenging Content 1 1% 

Behind due to ESL 1 1% 

Agency within System 1 1% 

Unfair Teaching/Marking 1 1% 

The data analysis revealed thematic clustering around seven major themes. These clusters are 
significant because they developed as the result of open-ended, open-response questions that gave 
individuals the opportunity to provide unprompted explanations of various factors contributing to 
their educational struggles. Additionally, the 58 responses reflects significant penetration into a 
difficult to reach target population.  

Anxiety/Depression (24%)  - This meant anything from mild social anxiety, to depression and even 
suicide attempts. Anxiety and depression-based mental illness ended up being the most significant 
symptomatic factor contributing to young people dropping out of high school. The causes of 
mental illness range from abuse, bullying, racism and stigmatization within the system, but the 
inability to cope with the mental illness these events caused ended up being the ultimate cause for 
why these respondents dropped out of high school. It is a striking finding that a quarter of high 
school students intending on dropping out are struggling with severe mental health barriers. For 
many of these students, the struggle to make it from one day to the next was prioritized over 
working towards credit attainment and graduation.  

 

 When someone is suffering so much with a mental disorder 
why is the main focus still graduating?   

Clarke Road Grade 12 Student, DLP 1.0 Survey Respondent. 
 

Heavy Workload Stress/Life Considerations Outside School (17%)  - This theme requires the 
most explanation. For these students, something significant was happening in their lives that 
prevented them from coping with the sheer amount of work required to successfully manage a 
secondary school course load. Many respondents felt that teachers and administration have 
difficulty recognizing that  students had lives outside of school that can often absorb considerable 
amounts of time. Some of these commitments include: extra jobs to contribute to the family 
income, raising siblings, mental health crises in the family, and a variety of deeper issues that didn’t 
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allow students the time or mental bandwidth to do all school work required of them. These life 
considerations amounted to much more than than just ‘too much homework’.  
 

“When you’re having a tough time at home and When you 
are working a job to pay for certain things school can 

become a second or third priority.” 

Saunders Grade 11 Student, DLP 1.0 Survey Respondent 

Impracticality of Content (17%)  - This theme captures the feeling that some of what students are 
asked to learn is deemed to be impractical, without connection to practical day-to-day life, or 
unaligned with the kinds of jobs that students want to have. Though many see a high school 
diploma as a necessary credential for success, these students saw academic inflation, the 
decreasing value of high school diplomas and university degrees, and asked themselves the 
question, “what’s the point?” Some had summer jobs that paid enough to make them consider 
leaving school to apprentice rather than getting their OSSD. Others, though possessing a love of 
learning, felt crushed by being forced to memorize information that was archaic and of no interest 
to them.   

“I got a full time job over the summer in construction 
making $20 a hour it was the most fun I've ever had and I felt 

like I belonged there and I was accomplishing something 
important” 

Grade 12 Student, DLP 1.0 Survey Respondent 

 

Bullying (11%)  - This theme ran through several survey responses, with 11% identifying bullying as 
the specific reason for dropping out. These respondents noted that bullying, in the form of verbal, 
physical and cyber abuse, is prevalent throughout the school system. It is often the cause of the 
Anxiety/Depression mentioned as an important theme above. It is also important to note that 
bullying was not only peer-to-peer bullying, it was also commonly between teacher, administrators 
and the student.  

“My one teacher told me that I need to "cut the emotional 
crap" while having a panic attack in class. I hate high school, 
no one cares about you. It's every person for themselves in 
the war of teenagers. Bullying has driven me to attempt 

suicide. And when someone found out, they told the whole 
school and everyone said I was just asking for attention.” 

 A.B. Lucas Grade 12 Student, DLP 1.0 Survey Respondent 
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Starts Early (9%) - Students frustrated at early school start times said that they love school but 
can’t focus and process when they are tired. 

 

“First off, I love school. I love learning. However, I don't like 
the way school functions. Bullying is a huge problem, it's not 
taken seriously enough. Many of the teachers lack the ability 
to understand that we are people too, and that we do have 
problems in our lives...If I have anxiety, it doesn't matter. 

Apparently, to them it's just "an excuse". Also, the school time 
to be up in the morning is waaaaay too early for many teens 
to function and properly be healthy. Especially those of us 
that have jobs and need to support ourselves or family.” 

Saunders Victory Lap #2 Student, DLP 1.0 Survey 
Respondent 

 

Stigmatized/Labeled (7%)  - This theme captures the experiences of student who felt like they were 
labelled dumb, a troublemaker, or something equally as damaging, early in their high school 
career. These respondents felt like their teachers were never able to see anything but this label. 
Other students spoke about stigmatization or labelling as the result of racial, ethnic, religious, or 
sexual prejudice.  

Unresponsive Administration (5%)  - This theme often intersected with other themes, especially 
the bullying theme. These respondents wrote that they faced unfair situations or ruthless bullying 
and received little to no support from school administrators. In these cases, administrators did little 
to help intervene and in some cases allowed the situation to continue despite evidence and clear 
reporting .  4

All of these themes raised questions as to what services, resources and supports the students have 
been accessing to try and remove these barriers, and if they are already accessing support, why 
those services are not working. 

4 Further study is needed to understand why certain administrators may feel uncomfortable intervening in 
situations like those articulated by survey respondents. Anecdotal evidence suggests that further research could be 
done to explore how the threat of litigation and public condemnation influence the actions of school 
administrators.  
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Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports and Resources 
Young People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers.  
One of the central assumptions of the YPD Theory of Change is that a lack of access, awareness, and 
connection to services is preventing young people from receiving the supports necessary to help 
them to overcome the barriers that they are facing. The data gathered from the DLP does not fully 
validate this assumption and has led us to explore the task environment for additional foundational 
elements that prevent young people from getting what they need from support services. The young 
people who responded to the survey seem to have accessed a relatively large number of 
resources—5.8 on average— varying from 1 service to 22 services per individual.  

 

Unique Data Points 
Frequency of 
Data 

Percent of 
Respondents 

Help/Support from a Parent 37 63.79% 

Help/Support from a teacher 37 63.79% 

Guidance Resources 37 63.79% 

Help/Support from a friend 35 60.34% 

Help/Support from a guidance counselor 33 56.90% 

Help/Support from a principal/vice principal 24 41.38% 

Mental Health Resources 24 41.38% 

Study/Homework Help 22 37.93% 

Extra curricular activities 15 25.86% 

Independent Education Plan (IEP) 14 24.14% 

Career Guidance 13 22.41% 

Breakfast programs 11 18.97% 
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Anti-Bullying Supports 9 15.52% 

LGBTQ2 Supports 9 15.52% 

Tutors 8 13.79% 

Mindyourmind.ca 6 10.34% 

Sports Programs 6 10.34% 

Experiential learning opportunities 4 6.90% 

My Education Action Plan (MAP) 4 6.90% 

Certificate of Achievement rather than Diploma 3 5.17% 

Grants for extra-curricular activities 3 5.17% 

Language Help 2 3.45% 

School social worker 2 3.45% 

FNMI (First Nations, Metis, Inuits) Support 1 1.72% 

As you can see above, the majority of students seek support from Guidance Counsellors, parents, 
teachers, peers, and administrators. In isolation, this data does not definitively tell us at what point 
along a service/support/referral journey a young person consults with one of these connectors, but 
when coupled with the qualitative data in the open-ended questions, it appears as though these 
individuals are often the bridge between a young person and the next level of service. For example, 
of the young people who responded to the survey, 41.4% reported accessing some kind of mental 
health support service  and many reported that they accessed those services through guidance, 5

teachers, peers, and administrators. This demonstrates that the school is often the beginning of a 
referral pathway that has the potential to take young people to services inside and outside the 
school when properly managed .  6

Additionally, the survey demonstrates relatively significant numbers of students accessing 
anti-bullying, tutoring, career guidance, LGBTQ2, and breakfast programs. Of these services, the 

5 This connection applies to community-based mental health services, rather than those that are accessed during 
crisis situations or a hospitalizations.  
6 This suggests that schools are likely key outreach and identification partners and that strong referral pathways 
between schools and community services are important to a student’s experience receiving support.  

 

19 

 



 

 

 

16% of students accessing LGBTQ2 supports and the 19% of students accessing breakfast programs 
stand out as unique categories of experience. Further study of these experiences might help the 
project team to design interventions tailored to support these two populations.  

Despite the number of services accessed, 65% of the survey respondents said that none of the 
supports/services were helping. It will require more data to determine why young people report 
that these supports did not or are not helping.  

 

Successful Supports - What Services, Supports and 
Resources Young People are Finding Successful 
Interventions In. 
Of the remaining 35% of survey respondents who had found some success with services, below is a 
table of the services founded to be effective in helping remove barriers for the students.  

 

Unique What Works Primary 
Frequency of 
Data Percentage 

Guidance 3 15% 

Extra-Curricular 2 10% 

Administration's Interventions 2 10% 

Breakfast Programs 2 10% 

Tutors 1 5% 

Deadline Adjustment 1 5% 

Mental Health Support 1 5% 

Friends 1 5% 

Alternative Education 1 5% 
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Friends and Family 1 5% 

School Social Worker 1 5% 

IEP 1 5% 

Experiential Learning 1 5% 

Peers 1 5% 

LGBTQ Supports 1 5% 

This diverse list of the supports that young people report as useful does not help us to draw any 
conclusions about the kinds of support that are most effective. The low frequency of responses to 
this question and the broad dispersion of responses suggests a foundational gap beyond service 
quality or specific program gaps. Further data is required to identify the foundational element 
present in services that do work.  

Early Stage Analysis  
The DLP 1.0 results serve a number of important pressure testing functions:  

● They validate much of the evidence contained in the initial CYN research about the root 
causes of dropping out 

● They do not validate the assumption that awareness, access, and connection are the 
foundational elements necessary to achieve successful dropout intervention 

○ They do not necessarily invalidate these foundational elements, but they indicate 
that there is something else, in addition to awareness, access, and connection, 
needed to ensure that a support service works for young people 

● They do not validate the change levers identified in the initial CYN research or YPD ToC 
○ A mobile application may still be a useful technology support to enhance a 

successful intervention, but it does not appear, unprompted, in the data collected  
○  Youth Connectors are more present in the DLP 1.0 data because there appears to be 

support for the notion that young people receive their referrals to support services 
from real people, teachers, guidance counsellors, and peers  

● They identify the schools as important outreach partners, necessary to reaching young 
people and opening a referral pathway  

● They suggest that young people, for the most part, are accessing services throughout their 
dropout journey  
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● The suggest that human connectors—peers, guidance counsellors, teachers, 
administrators, parents—are important to service access  
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Executive Summary 

This learning brief offers a description of what we have learned in several conversations with 
leaders in London’s technology sector. Interviewees include a diverse cross section of stakeholders, 
everything from the young people who would use the app, to the leaders of mobile app 
development firms and the software engineers who build them, to the customers who pay to have 
these apps built. What follows are the important themes gathered over the course of half a dozen 
interviews and some recommendations relating to technology and the theory of change. 

Who we Talked to and Why? 

Shawn Adamson, VP Strategy, rtraction, Engine Seven-Four, Ellipsis Digital : Shawn co-founded 
a extremely successful digital agency in London. He also has great intuitions, not just in technical 
development, but also in user acquisition, app deployment, distribution and marketing; all of which 
would be necessary in this project. His firm built the bSafe Mobile Application for mindyourmind. 
He has a heart for the problem you are trying to solve around graduation rates, is ruthless in his 
constructive criticism and brilliant in his creative ideas on technological solutions to your problem. 

Adam Malamis, CEO, Simalam Inc : Adam leads a thriving digital firm in London. He has done 
projects similar to the proposed CYN App. He has a heart for problems like education and mental 
health, trustworthy instincts, and a critical mind on proposed solutions. He can think from the 
perspective of the development firm looking to make this application a success for his client as well 
as a curious social innovator who seeks to make a difference in the world.  

Dwight Follick, CTO, Naborly & Data Scientist/Software Engineer : Dwight has built many 
applications for clients over the years and now heads up technical leadership in a venture capital 
backed startup in Toronto, Naborly. He has great intuitions on how to avoid waste in software 
development by ensuring that what is built is what users actually want. He also cares about 
developing user acquisition strategies beyond money for marketing. His constructive criticism is 
formed from deep experience in software. 

Rachel Fee, Software Engineer, Robarts Clinical Trials Inc & Professor of Programming, 
Fanshawe College : Rachel has a background in several digital firms in London. She has experience 
working on several projects similar to the proposed CYN App. She has a good sense of current 
minimum viable product style technical solutions that exist in the marketplace and the work 
required to acquire users to platforms such as this.  

James Shelley, Coordinator, Centre for Research on Health Equity and Social Inclusion : James 
has a background in programming and has built several online platforms. He has good intuitions 
about user acquisition, problem solving and marketing. In addition to this, he has talent for finding 
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undischarged assumptions embedded in arguments.  This is helpful in unearthing assumptions 
when building a technological solution to a social problem. 

Heather Miko-Kelly & Melissa Taylor-Gates, Community Engagement and Partnership 
Lead, mindyourmind & Program Manager, mindyourmind : Heather and Melissa led the youth 
engagement and feature guidance on the bSafe Mobile App project. The bSafe App has received 
many accolades for being not only a successful app, but also an app developed with deep and 
intentional youth engagement at every step of the software development cycle. Their feedback is 
essential to YPD because there are many parallels between the scope of the YPD app and what they 
did with the bSafe App. 

The Methodology  
Guided by an interview guide, one-on-one interviews were conducted with each individual named 
above. Interview subjects were asked to speak generally about their experience developing 
technology solutions, what they believe to be best practices, and to offer specific feedback on the 
proposed YPD web application. Following each interview, the interviewer reviewed the information 
gathered and organized it into the learning brief that follows. The interviewer, Matt Ross, also 
performed additional research and drew upon his own experience as the Co-Founder of a 
space-sharing technology company.  

The Problem, the Product and the Process 

Two dominant concepts emerged from the feedback received from these interviews which form 
two different ways of looking at Mobile App Technology: 1) the product you are trying to build;  and, 
2) the process by which you build it and resource it. The combination of these two perspectives will 
point towards a model for how the Child and Youth Network (CYN) should approach the integration 
of technology into the operationalization of their Theory of Change. 

In the interviews, interviewees spoke about:  

● The assumption that mobile applications can help to the problem of access to resources 
● The importance of certain features, if a mobile application is developed 
● The importance of getting the product in a user’s hands  
● The process of developing this kind technology  
● The best development frameworks to ensure efficient use of money and development time  
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The Product 
 

The Product: The Need for Pre-Existing Distribution 
Channels to Enable User Acquisition 

A common theme amongst all interviewees in the tech sector was the importance of thinking 
carefully about how to acquire users to an application. One interviewee’s first question was an 
emphatic, “how are you getting your users!?” Everyone went on to explain that if you are likely to 
fail if you do not begin with a clear idea of how to get users.  

It is a very common for misconception to expect that people will download your app because you, 
the creator, think that it is valuable. Unfortunately, this simply isn’t the case. Sadly, it isn’t a 
problem one can market out of with a simple marketing spend. It is far too expensive to pay for user 
acquisition (i.e. marketing campaigns, Facebook Ads, awareness campaigns), and users gained this 
way are unlikely to remain connected to the app over time.  

However, the news is not all bad— the interviewees suggested a possible strategy for user 
acquisition. They recommended embedding user acquisition channels into established systems or 
services that serve individuals in our target population. For example, YPD could pursue integration 
with school board systems/services that high school students who intend to drop out tend to 
access. These integrations would create opportunities to request or require students to use an 
application in the course of their interaction with the service.  

One example of this kind of integration comes from the mental health sector . The bSafe app gains 7

users  by integrating with the LHSC Youth Mental Health outpatient process. Case workers have the 
patients download the app and fill out the safety plan (a feature of the app) when they are leaving 
the LHSC mental health services. This gives a continual source of new users. Though the life of 
those users is often limited, it still provides a key example of an institutionally embedded 
distribution channel. Based on our research, services within the school are key referral points for 
young people looking for support during their high school years, so it is likely that user acquisition 
channels would need to be established within schools.  

7 From our engagement with young people in London, 64% of the young people intending on dropping out have 
accessed support from a teacher, and 64% also accessed support from a guidance counsellor. 
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The Product: The Mobile App Market 

One interviewee made the point that you will not need to worry about the App Stores if you have an 
embedded presence in the schools. This is important because any app that YPD creates will be 
hyper-local in focus. This means that it is very unlikely that it will ever end in the top 10 of any App 
Store. Even though that is obvious, many people make the mistake of thinking that users will 
stumble upon their app.  As of November 2015, there were 1,500  new iOS mobile apps published 
every day , with comparable publishing numbers on the Android OS Play Store. This means that no 
one, stumbles on your app! The app stores of Android and iOS are too heavily saturated and the 
way new apps are shown via frequency of new downloads works entirely against small apps. 
Therefore, it will be necessary to have solid institutional distribution channels for a YPD app, so that 
is manually placed in front of potential users. If this doesn’t happen, no one will be downloading it 
because no one will just come across it in the app store. The average downloads per month of apps 
on the app store is 4 per month!  The top 10 apps take up 99.8% of the downloads/users, so relying 
upon people to find it on their own is not going to work.  

 8

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 Figure 1.0: Alex Austin, Mobile App Developers are Suffering,  November 2015, 
https://medium.com/swlh/mobile-app-developers-are-suffering-a5636c57d576#.3b9un7gm5  This figure shows 
the extreme power law relationships between popularity and adoption. There are just too many apps for anyone to 
organically stumble upon your app, no matter how good you think it is.  
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The Product: Middleman Layers and Laws of User Interface 

All of these barriers to technical development bring up a question you must take seriously given the 
incredible curve new apps in the market need to fight against. Is an app just adding a middleman 
type layer to the resource access question? One interviewee wondered if it might be better to use 
the resources earmarked for the app to connect young people directly to the resources/supports 
that are working, instead of spending the resources to connect them to an application. This could 
be done using Social Ads (Instagram/Facebook), Google Ads, or in-person case management. In 
other words, could you connect young people directly to services instead of building an application 
to do it?  

This question relates to an important law of software and user interface design: “minimize steps to 
the goal.” In e-commerce sites, you want users to pay for their cart as quickly as possible, using as 
few steps as possible. Developers want to stop consumers from abandoning their cart and every 
additional step needed to get to the goal of paying increases the cart-abandonment rate. So, 
decreasing the steps and the time those steps take increases the conversion rate. If, in this case, the 
goal is to get struggling high school students connected to resources/supports that will help them, 
this can be done directly with advanced Facebook/Instagram Ads, Google Ads and Remarketing 
campaigns with incredible efficiency. This removes the step of connecting users to an app, then 
having them go to a resource/support. The same interviewee questioned whether the focus should 
instead be on aiming for the maximum impact or the solutions which will have the largest 
headlines? The middleman app might make the headlines, but in the end might be less effective 
than some of the other proposed models mentioned above.  

The Product: The Success of the MindYourMind Mobile App 

Mindyourmind has received many deserved accolades for building the bSafe Mobile App and for the 
process they used to build it. The success they have had in launching the app itself comes from the 
embedded institutional distribution channels that mentioned above (i.e having the app download 
as part of LHSC’s Mental Health Outpatient process). Their success was further enabled by 
mindyourmind’s pre-exisiting distribution network (the mindyourmind.ca web forum and mailing 
lists) that allowed them to cheaply get the app in front of many young people who were likely to 
become users of the app. This massively decreased their user acquisition costs.  

The second success was how mindyourmind engaged young people in the process of building the 
app. They had several design jams where the young people involved determined the features, drew 
out the app and its functionality (aka: paper-prototyping), and discussed the resources the app 
would have. It was more than just engagement: these young people were paid to help design 
functionality. The third success is that they are white-labelling or licensing the service and having 
other regions/cities provide the app unique to their region’s services, in return for an annual $2,000 
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fee. There is a lot of buzz around this regional white-labelling because it is helping add to the 
budget of mindyourmind and, in the eyes of service providers, is a validation of the success of the 
app.  

Despite all of this, they currently have approximately 2,000 downloads across all of Ontario, in 29 
cities/regions, an average of 68 users per region/city (of course, it is higher in London). This is 
surprisingly low considering the cost of creating and marketing the app and something to consider 
in prescribing mobile app technology as the solution to this social problem. Just because an app is 
seen as successful in the eyes of service providers in the sector, does not necessarily mean there is a 
similar magnitude of impact for the young people using the app.  

The Product: Ongoing Resources and Expenses 

All interviewees brought up the importance of thinking about the need for ongoing support for a 
technology solution. If maintaining a directory style app, there needs to be someone dedicated to 
doing a continual asset inventory/review so that the directory remains up to date. In conversation 
with other service providers related to a different area of this project, the topic of service/resource 
directories came up. It was noted that many of the existing directories in London are having 
difficulty staying up to date because there is considerable staff time required to keep such 
directories fresh. This is a barrier that must be thought of and resourced accordingly from day one. 
In mindyourmind’s case, this responsibility is held by a pair of staff members who do an update on 
an annual basis.  

Two interviewees proposed clever ways to crowd-source this information and to limit the decay 
and staleness of the resources. These features were not within the scope of mindyourmind’s 
budget, but are worth mentioning here:  

● Have reviews of resources done by app users: this would allow user generated prioritization 
and sorting of resources that are helpful and would be a source of ongoing information 
about services in the city. 

● Ask users about what services are missing from the list and onboard these onto the 
directory first. These services are working and being accessed by users, indicating that they 
are the most valuable ones to connect others to. This approach would decrease content 
maintenance costs and would make the app more responsive to user experience.  

Though a annual review process is still recommended, reviews and user recommendations could 
form an important part of an effective content management strategy.  
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The Product: Thoughts on CYN Example Features  
The following section offers comments on some of the example features in the initial CYN 
documentation on the app. Though those examples were just that, examples of what the app could 
be, they illustrated two important ways of going about app development that deserve mention.  

In the interviews, a common theme emerged around not building what already exists out in the 
software world. For example, if one wanted to build a LTC bus route calculation in the Mobile App, 
this would be unnecessary as Google and Apple Maps have already done this in a far more optimal 
way than YPD could execute. A tappable link to the address of an existing resource, like Google 
Maps, would trigger the launch of the native map app on the mobile device. This example 
demonstrates a strategy that should be considered when developing this app: whenever possible 
use existing software that can be connected to your application, rather than building all 
functionality from scratch. Much can be done from linking together already existing software 
packages, features, widgets and code frameworks. 

There was mention of gamification and social sharing in the initial scope. Gamification is an 
important strategy for user retention, but focus needs to first be on non-paid user acquisition 
strategies (as discussed above). Once you have something that works and continually brings in 
more users, you can focus on the tassels of gamification. If this app is to connect them to services, 
focus should be on doing this as well as possible and not getting lost in the excitement of 
gamification. The same goes for social sharing. It is important to be careful with the assumption 
that a young person will be comfortable sharing an app just because it works and solves problems 
for them. In this case, the kinds of resources that young people may be being connecting to will 
have layers of stigma attached to them.  As a result, relying on social sharing to comprise a 
significant amount of the user acquisition strategy would be a mistake. It is likely that many service 
providers would share such an app, but this is unlikely to penetrate deep into high school youth 
networks due to legal considerations and the dearth of young people connected to service provider 
social networks.  

The Product: Technical, Infrastructure and Cost 
Considerations 

One frustration that came up in an interview is a frustration in app development when it comes to 
choosing between Google (Android) or Apple (iOS) operating systems. Needing to choose both 
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magnifies your development costs and choosing only one cuts out almost half an available market 
of users.  

A potential way around this is to build a mobile-optimized website rather than an application. In 
the past two years there has been significant work done in mobile website optimization. This 
means the application could be created as a website optimized for mobile use, and the app 
download would simply take you to a website. This would solve issues related to choosing mobile 
operating systems and is also the way most technology companies are going. One interviewee 
commented that mobile apps are often only  successful when the company already has a user base 
which has a high demand for greater functionality and user experience optimization on mobile. 
Building the mobile app first is often a waste of money for more complex software companies.  

Finally, it is important to mention that Canada’s cell smartphone penetration amongst 12 - 17 year 
olds is projected to rise only to 80.6% by 2018 according to a study conducted by eMarketer . 9

Though this is high, the 19.4% gap could significantly overlap with YPD’s target demographic, 
reducing an app’s usefulness as an intervention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 https://www.emarketer.com/Article/Over-Half-of-Canadas-Population-Use-Smartphones-2015/1011759 
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The Process 
 

The Process: Engage Young People in the Process 

One thing we heard loud and clear, from two interviewees in particular, was to engage young 
people with lived experience of dropping out, in the process of building this technology. It will be 
important to ensure that several paper-prototyping sessions are done to ensure that the app is 
something they will use. This takes more effort than doing an engagement session or getting 
feedback on the process; it is deeply integrative. In several interviews, we heard that a common 
trend in social sectors is to think “young people love apps” and therefore, build an app for them, 
they will love it, and use it regularly. This is not a good assumption to make. 

 An important strategy in modern software development is the concept of “customer-centred” 
design, where is is important to work with customers to deeply understand their pain-points, and 
deeply understand if what you are building will solve their problem. This concept does not easily 
make it to the social sector because it does not experience the same consequences as the for-profit 
sector if technology solutions fail. If a for-profit doesn’t build using customer centred design, in 
today’s environment they are likely to soon be out of business. Most social sector applications are 
not funded through revenues tied to the success of the mobile application, therefore they are often 
able to sustain the app even though it might not be making much of an impact on users. If the goal 
of YPD is to maximize impact, it is important for customer-centered design to  be the backbone of 
this project’s technology development. High school students who have dropped out, or come close 
to it, must be engaged deeply in prototyping this software.  
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The Process: The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) and 
Concierge Model (CM) Applied to Government, an Instructive 
Example for the YPD Mobile Application 

A salient example of Minimum Viable Products (MVP) and Concierge Models (CM) applied to 
government is the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) launched by the Obama 
administration in 2010. Eric Ries in his book The Lean Startup  comments: 

“Basically the idea was to build a minimum viable product and have the agency up and 
running on a minor scale long before the official plan was set in motion. After all, once an 
agency is up and running with a $500 million budget and a large staff, altering the plan 
would be incredibly expensive and time consuming.” 

Instead of falling victim to the $500 million plan, they ran all the policy, process, bureaucracy and 
automation needed at the full agency for the cost of $10,000, while serving a geographic area of a 
couple city blocks in a single city. They set up a call centre with two staff, ran some bus stop ads 
and made some astonishing discoveries. They discovered that some of the core functions of the 
agency needed to be revamped because the consumer protection issues that citizens were calling 
in with were vastly different than what they had expected. At such a small size, they could adjust, 
pivot and revamp the offering and test it immediately. They then scaled this up to a ward, then a 
city, then a county, then a state, then finally the whole country. Each step of the way they pivoted 
and adjusted their plans to meet actual needs, not assumed ones.  

A common mistake made in technical solution development is to read compelling and respected 
research, form clear and lucid conclusions of what solutions will work, and then find them 
massively incorrect when tested in the real environment. Therefore time or money spent on 
anything but getting your assumptions tested in the real world is likely to be wasteful. The learning 
they did along the way saved hundreds of millions of dollars of waste that would have accumulated 
if they had built something at scale before testing it with customers.  

Our discussions with London’s tech sector indicate that our mobile app would benefit from 
following a similar path of Lean Development. The use of Minimum Viable Products, especially a 
low-tech, manual Concierge Model will help to ensure that YPD builds something that high school 
students will use. Once YPD deeply understands the problems that students need help solving, 
through manual testing and rapid prototyping, it may decide to implement a technology solution 
that, after more testing, can be scaled up.  

The Process: Vanity Metrics Versus Real Metrics 
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A note must be made to make a distinction between vanity metrics and real metrics in measuring 
the success of the work of an app. Throughout the process of iterating through Minimum Viable 
Product prototypes of the solution that YPD wants to offer, it will be important to measure key 
metrics that help the project team to learn its experimentation. In this stage, high level metrics like 
downloads and page views are insufficient because they don’t show the team much about how 
individuals are using the app. The team will need information like time on site and user retention 
rates (if they come back, how often & for how long) in order to gauge how individuals are using the 
site. In reporting it is often tempting to use something like page views (number of pages accessed 
by a single user) because the numbers are much higher, but these do not say much about how well 
the product is serving its target market.  

 

How to Use Technology in ToC 
 

The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) and the Concierge Model 
(CM) of the Application 

One interviewee spoke to an important framework for how to understand technology and mobile 
applications. They suggested that it is important to use technology as a support to the solution, not 
the solution itself. Technology automation, whether in the form of a mobile app or a web app, 
should be used to replace already working solutions to your customers pain points. Automation 
should be used to scale up impact, not create it in the first place. And , if it appears that a solution 
can’t be achieved without a technology aid, it is likely that more research needs to be done to 
understand more about the core of your problem and proposed solution.  

In particular, interviewees cautioned against developing an app as a solution in and of itself. This 
suggestion emerged as interviewees asked questions about the problem(s)  that YPD seeks to 
address. Each individual expressed concern about expecting an app to act as the main intervention 
to solve a communication and awareness problem (ie. connecting young people to resources, 
transportation, etc.). Beyond this, they wondered if the level of technological communication was 
the right place to intervene. They understood the importance of connecting young people to 
services directed at mental health, heavy workload, bullying, challenges with credit attainment, 
etc., but suggested that technology be considered a tool to enhance low-tech solutions rather than 
a solution in and of itself.  
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These insights lead to the concept of the Minimum Viable Product and the Concierge Model 
mentioned mentioned above. In this case, the YPD Project Team is trying to intervene in the lives of 
high school students who are at a high risk of dropping out. So, what is the smallest yet still useful 
thing you can do to help them? If an app is the “car” in the image below, what is before it, what is 
the “skateboard,” what solutions precede the mobile application? Those early, small, yet still useful 
solutions are your Minimum Viable Products, and you will use them to test your assumptions in the 
real world. This saves the team from committing the cardinal sin of software development, building 
something that no one wants! 

 

The “Concierge-Model” of a Minimum Viable Product solution should be the first step in rolling out 
these solutions. In Lean Software Development methodology, the “concierge-model” is the model 
which is very resource intensive, but is valuable because it is used to test the assumptions inherent 
in product ideas. For example, rather than a directory or resource connecting app, the concierge 
version is sitting down with a young person who needs help and manually connecting them to the 
services.  

The Role of Technology in the Theory of Change 

 

1. Stage 1: Your First MVP - Concierge Model  of MVP 
a. The Project Team should first begin by using a manual solution to the few chosen 

root causes as to why young people are dropping out. Rather than building a 
technology solution immediately, try to forward young people to the services and 
resources manually. Testing this will show you if this is a successful intervention for 
young people intending on dropping out.  
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2. Stage 2: Automation MVP  - Using GoogleAds, Facebook, Instagram Ads To Minimally 
Automate the Manual Solution 

a. The next step is to try a Minimum Viable Product version of what it would look like to 
automate some of that work. If it is determined that specific segments of young 
people always achieve success by taking advantage of a specific service, the team 
could run highly targeted ads that direct the targeted segment of young people to 
the useful service. The team could then measure the results of that form of 
“automated pseudo problem solving and system navigation.” This tests the 
assumption that some of the solutions that were helping young people in Stage 
1 can actually be automated.  

 

3. Stage 3: Mobile App MVP - Minimum Viable Mobile Application 
a. If in Stage 2 and Stage 3  important targets for automation are highlighted, it is still 

important to hold back before going fully to build the app. At this stage the team 
will  need to test the assumption that a mobile app will have traction with 
young people. Remember, though automating some of the service connection 
above might work (Stage 2), using an app as a connection point might not.  Using 
commonly available app builders, the team could create a minimally viable version 
of the app to test out whether an app increases impact.  Next, the team could build 
and activate the necessary partnerships to set up institutionalized distribution 
networks for an app. For example, this could be in the form of finding an 
institutional system person that struggling  young people often make contact with 
(e.g. teacher, guidance counselor, principal, etc). These systems people could 
become the ambassadors for the MVP App.  
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4. Stage 4:  Mobile App at Scale 
a. This stage is pursued if the previous stages are successful and show that there is 

need for more custom automation and features. If the team finds success at the 
earlier stages, it might decide that progress would be inhibited by building the full 
app. If this is the case, the team would stop building and simply resource the earlier 
stages. This final level of technological development should be pursued if there is a 
very specific problem can be solved through technology that is already being solved 
in manual ways, in earlier stages, yet would benefit from greater customization of 
feature offerings. 

Essential Foundation for the Use of Lean Methodology in 
Tech. 
In the world of linearly progressing gantt charts and the inexorable march of work plans, there is an 
important concept that needs to be emphasized which stands in stark contrast to traditional 
project management approaches. All of these stages don’t need to be completed nor will they 
be completed linearly.  If you find that you are having acceptable success at Stage 2 and there 
aren’t any good options for automation beyond what you are doing, then you stop there and 
increase resources to Stage 2 to increase your impact. For example, if it is discovered that young 
people drop out for diverse reasons and always need a human touch to help solve their problem, 
then the intervention might remain at the concierge model stage. This would be an empirical result 
that would support the continued optimization of the manual low-tech solution implemented as a 
minimum viable product. If it is difficult to solve the problems that young people are encountering, 
it is important to resist the urge to move forward to the later stages of technology development 
until you figure out a low-tech Minimum Viable Product. This is called a “pivot” in Lean 
Development methodology. A development team pivots from MVP to MVP until it finds something 
that works. Then and only then does it progress through the stages. This iterative style is 
challenging for many organizations, so it is important to make sure that the organization 
responsible for leading this kind of project is comfortable with this methodology before moving too 
far forward.  
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Recommendations  
 

Recommendations on Use of Technology to Achieve Impact 
in General:  

1. Use technology as a tool to scale up or deepen the impact of already working low-tech 
Minimum Viable Product solutions (the priority projects defined in the Theory of Change), 
not as the solution itself. 

 

2. Follow a Lean Software Development Methodology in deploying and developing any 
technological solutions for the root causes of low graduation rates that you aim to tackle. 
Define the root cause you will tackle, pilot some in-person/low-tech solutions, then 
resource more complex technology solutions to help deepen the impact.  
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3. Employ best practices of customer centric design by engaging young people in the process 
of any technology development to ensure you minimize waste. Further, ensure that you are 
engaging young people who have dropped out of high school, not just high school students 
in general or you will come to incorrect conclusions about your target market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Directly Connecting Data Work to 
CYN Theory of Change 
 

1. Impact Statement 
 

a. 5% Increase in Grad Rates 
 

i. A 5% increase in grad rates will be achieved regardless of any 
activities by the collaborative. Current data from the TVDSB suggests 
that there will be a 1% increase in graduation rates independent of any 
interventions planned by this collective or the board. This means that 
without adequate means of correcting for the inevitable drift, the impact 
goal will be reached with no intervention. (Source: Understanding High 
School Graduation Rates: Inevitable Impacts - 5% Increase in 
Graduations Rates by 2020 ) 
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ii. Measuring the collaborative’s impact on graduation rates will be 
exceptionally difficult. The 4 year and 5 year snapshot nature of how 
the Ministry of Education mandates the collection of graduation rates 
results in delayed feedback of most interventions and their effect on 
graduation rates making feedback and responsive action-research 
impossible.  (Source: Understanding High School Graduation Rates: How 
We Measure Graduation Rates ) 

 
iii. Graduation rates leave out Special Needs students. Graduation rates 

as a measure largely leaves out the disproportionately large population of 
Special Needs students in London and Area by counting them as 
non-graduates when they are on slower educational paths (due to IEPs, 
etc) that would be commonly implemented as a way of supporting these 
young people. (Source: Understanding High School Graduation Rates: 
Independent Education Plans (IEP); Wheable and Alternative Education; 
Students From Other Boards; Special Needs Students ) 

 
 

iv. Low graduations rates may be largely due to London’s high 
proportion of Special Needs students relative to the rest of the 
Province. Due to significant medical clustering in London, many of 
Ontario’s Special Needs youth are relocated in London to aid in their 
medical care. These students are often counted as non-graduates due to 
lengthening their educational tenure through IEPs, which means that 
there is a disproportionate impact on the TVDSB-level graduation rates 
that might account for most of why they are lower than Provincial 
averages.  

 
v. Necessary interventions don’t always increase graduation rates. 

Some of the common sense intervention points for high school students 
(moving to London from another board and pursuing alternative education 
due to mental health or other socio-economic contexts) will have negative 
and/or no impact on graduation rates because students are only 
measured as graduates in the school board from which they originate. 
(Source: Understanding High School Graduation Rates: Special Needs 
Students ) 

 
2. Activities 

a. Educational & Leadership Activities 
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i. Basic needs come first: Our evidence suggests that young people are 
already accessing some educational and leadership opportunities, but 
more importantly, these are activities that are secondary to the needs of 
the mental, social and economic survival that most young people 
dropping out are preoccupied with. The kinds of services outside of the 
school we see being accessed suggest more basic needs are of a higher 
priority in keeping young people in school than leadership and 
educational activities. (Source: Understanding the Results from the Digital 
Listening Post (DLP 1.0): Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports 
and Resources Young People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers; 
Successful Supports - What Services, Supports and Resources Young 
People are Finding Successful Interventions In). 

 
ii. Young people want systems change. The young people we surveyed 

cited a desire to see systems change. They often sight systemic barriers 
in the educational or social-economic systems of London as if not causes 
of, enablers of the barriers which they face. (Source: Directly from the 
survey results of the Digital Listening Post 1.0). 

 
 
 

3. Change Levers 
 

a. Interactive Web Platform 
 

i. Young people don’t explicitly want a web platform, nor do they think 
it will solve the barriers they are facing. An interactive web/mobile 
application may still be a useful technology support to enhance a 
successful intervention, but it does not appear, unprompted, in the data 
collected. (Understanding Mobile Apps: Perspectives from the Tech 
Sector: The Process: Engage Young People in the Process). 

 
ii. Technology is the scaling tool, not the solution in of itself. Use 

technology as a tool to scale up or deepen the impact of already working 
low-tech Minimum Viable Product solutions (the priority projects defined in 
the Theory of Change), not as the solution itself. (Understanding Mobile 
Apps: Perspectives from the Tech Sector:  The Minimum Viable Product 
(MVP) and the Concierge Model (CM) of the Application.) 

 
iii. Follow a Lean Software Development Methodology in deploying and 

developing any technological solutions for the root causes of low 
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graduation rates that you aim to tackle. Define the root cause you will 
tackle, pilot some in-person/low-tech solutions, then resource more 
complex technology solutions to help deepen the impact. (Understanding 
Mobile Apps: Perspectives from the Tech Sector:  The Minimum Viable 
Product (MVP) and the Concierge Model (CM) of the Application.) 

 
iv. Employ best practices of customer centric design by engaging 

young people in the process of any technology development to 
ensure you minimize waste. Further, ensure that young people who 
have dropped out of high school are engaged, not just high school 
students in general. (Understanding Mobile Apps: Perspectives from the 
Tech Sector: The Process: Engage Young People in the Process). 

 
b. Youth Connectors 

 
i. Youth connectors are a logical intervention given the way in which 

young people access services. Youth connectors can be used as a 
concierge model (or minimum viable product version) of a solution to the 
problems of access, awareness and connection. There is support for the 
notion that young people receive their referrals to support services from 
real people, teachers, guidance counsellors, and peers thus giving a 
natural place for youth connectors to provide value and support for 
struggling young people. (Understanding Mobile Apps: Perspectives from 
the Tech Sector:  The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) and the Concierge 
Model (CM) of the Application.) 

 
4. Foundational Elements 

 
a. Awareness 

 
i. Basic needs are the main reasons why young people are dropping 

out of highschool. 70% of the causes of why young people are dropping 
out are due to: anxiety/depression, life/survival considerations outside of 
school caused by life-altering events, impracticality of content and 
bullying. Therefore when we discuss the foundational elements of 
awareness, access and connection, we must do so with the true causes 
of student dropout in mind. (Source: Understanding the Results from the 
Digital Listening Post (DLP 1.0): Worrisome Why’s - Thematic Analysis of 
Why Young People Drop Out of Highschool) 
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ii. Young people are already accessing a significant number of 
services. The sheer number of young people accessing in-school and 
community services suggests that there is significant awareness of the 
many services for young people in the City. Students are accessing 5.8 
services on average. (Source: Understanding the Results from the Digital 
Listening Post (DLP 1.0): Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports 
and Resources Young People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers.) 

 
b. Access 

 
i. System complexity is a barrier to access. Young people’s access to 

services is negatively impacted by the anxiety created by the challenges 
of navigating the complex system of supports and services. (Source: 
Understanding the Results from the Digital Listening Post (DLP 1.0): 
Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports and Resources Young 
People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers.) 

 
ii. Transportation and social barriers matter, but not as much as 

system complexity. Access to supports that help young people to 
overcome transportation or socioeconomic barriers are important, but 
were not mentioned as often as the challenges associated with system 
navigation.  (Source: Understanding the Results from the Digital Listening 
Post (DLP 1.0): Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports and 
Resources Young People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers.) 

 
iii. Human connectors are access points. Peers, guidance counsellors, 

teachers, administrators, and/or parents are often the first point of contact 
a young person makes in the quest to navigate the barriers they face. 
(Source: Understanding the Results from the Digital Listening Post (DLP 
1.0): Slacking Supports - What Services, Supports and Resources Young 
People Access in Trying to Overcome Barriers.)  

 
c. Connection 

 
i. We need to know more about quality of existing services. Feedback 

from young people suggests that quality, not awareness of services is the 
crux of the problem. (Source: Understanding the Results from the Digital 
Listening Post (DLP 1.0): Successful Supports - What Services, Supports 
and Resources Young People are Finding Successful Interventions In.)  
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ii. it is the quality of the help from peers and mentors, not the the good 
intentions of these allies that needs development.  60% of young 
people intending on dropping out sought help from a peer and many 
others accessed support from adults. We heard that these people often 
care, but don’t know what to do to help. Engaging these peers and 
mentors is an important approach that many young people take to ensure 
self-care and barrier navigation. (Source: Understanding the Results from 
the Digital Listening Post (DLP 1.0): Successful Supports - What 
Services, Supports and Resources Young People are Finding Successful 
Interventions In.)  
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