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Midcourse Corrections 
to a Major Initiative

In a 2007 report, Midcourse Corrections to a Major  
Initiative, The James Irvine Foundation documents  
the circumstances and decisions leading up to a  
significant midpoint redirection of Communities  
Organizing Resources to Advance Learning  
(CORAL), a $58 million initiative aimed at improving 
educational achievement in low-performing schools  
in five California cities.

When the Foundation launched CORAL in 1999, 
need was great, intentions were good, and expert 
support was strong. But at its midpoint, CORAL 
struggled with serious implementation issues. Its 
participant number fell short of agreed-upon goals. 
Cost per participant was more than double what was 
widely considered reasonable. Program quality was 

generally rated poor to moderate. In addition to  
these concerns, new research cast serious doubt  
on the likelihood that CORAL’s approach, even  
if implemented well, would achieve its number one 
goal of improving educational achievement.

This series of external and internal conditions 
prompted Foundation leaders to engage an evaluator 
and initiate a rigorous midcourse review and correc-
tion. As a result of the review and subsequent change 
in course, the Foundation and CORAL participants 
have renewed hope for the initiative’s success. 

Read the full report at www.irvine.org
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Key findings
The CORAL Initiative surfaced a set of inherent challenges that in turn led to significant lessons learned with regard  

to the design, assessment and correction of major philanthropic initiatives.

 Inherent challenges
• Foundations are pressured to address 

critical social issues and take risks; change 
in an initiative may be perceived as a lack 
of willingness to maintain a commitment

• Ongoing program reviews merit lower 
priority than new grant work

• Major social initiatives address difficult-to- 
measure social issues

• Foundation staff primarily devoted to an 
initiative face conflicts of interest between 
personal promotion and surfacing needs for 
major change

• Grantees instinctively do not want major 
change in an initiative

• Grantee performance (or underperformance) 
has no relationship to the amount of assets 
a foundation has available to distribute

 Lessons learned
• Do not commit to a major initiative without 

a well-vetted theory of change, clear interim 
outc  omes, and a field-tested information 
system that produces reliable outcome data

• Think critically about the facts on which the 
initiative is based

• Think equally critically about grantee and 
staff capacities and their alignment with 
initiative priorities

• Make external, midcourse review a planned 
event in large-scale initiatives

• Establish ongoing and structural internal 
oversight of initiative performance

• Be cautious about calls for more time, more 
resources, and more assistance

This report can be of value to 
foundation staff and trustees 
as well as staff of nonprofits 
who are considering a major 
initiative intended to tackle 
complex social problems. 


