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In my State of the University Address last spring, I told just one 
small part of the expansive Promise Heights story, the infant 
mortality story, and it goes like this: The Upton/Druid Heights 
neighborhood, just north of campus, used to have one of the 
city’s highest infant mortality rates — 15 deaths for every 1,000 
live births. Most of these deaths were caused by babies being 
born too soon or too small, or by unsafe sleeping: a child laid 
on her stomach instead of her back, a crowded crib or maybe no 
crib at all. This isn’t uncommon in challenged neighborhoods, 
and Upton/Druid Heights certainly qualifies as that. Median 
household income in the neighborhood is $17,000 a year; six in 
10 children live below the poverty line; life expectancy is just 69 
years old, trailing 10 years behind the Maryland average.

And this is where Promise Heights, operated by our School  of 
Social Work, comes in. Partnering with the Baltimore City 
Health Department and the Family League of Baltimore in an 
initiative called B’more for Healthy Babies, Promise Heights 
promotes policies and services that support mothers, babies, and 
families. 

This focused mission, and the hard work behind it, have paid off: 
Upton/Druid Heights is now celebrating 4½ years with absolutely 
no sleep-related deaths. The neighborhood’s overall infant mortality 
rates have dropped to 10 deaths per 1,000 live births, lower than 
the citywide average, and the neighborhood’s preterm birth and 
low birth-weight rates have dropped by 24 percent and 18 percent, 
respectively. Breastfeeding has climbed from 41 to 51 percent.

And so, when the U.S. Department of Education (USDE) 
announced last month that it’s awarding Promise Heights a 
five-year, $30 million grant to continue its work in Upton/Druid 
Heights, you might understand how excited we were. Because, as I 
said, saving babies is just one part of the Promise Heights story. The 
initiative reaches children from cradle to career, with wraparound 
services that allow them to grow and thrive and succeed.

Through Parent University, Promise Heights teaches new mothers 
and fathers about early brain development, health and nutrition, 
safety and discipline, stress management, attachment, parenting, 
and the importance of talking to their babies. Judy Centers 
coordinate services for children, birth to age 5, so they can 
enter school ready to learn. Community schools offer integrated 
services focused on academic enrichment, health, social and 
emotional development, and family and community engagement. 
The Breathmobile is deployed as a traveling pediatric asthma 
and allergy clinic providing ongoing care to children. (This is 

so important, because asthma is the leading cause of school 
absenteeism.) The Family Prosperity Program lifts families out of 
crisis and moves them to financial stability and self-sufficiency.

None of this work is done by Promise Heights alone, of course. 
More than 30 public, private, and community partners help plan 
and carry out the programming, which is supported by funding 
from dozens of foundations and individuals. UMB’s schools of 
medicine, nursing, dentistry, and pharmacy also contribute their 
leadership, expertise, and effort. And instrumental to Promise 
Heights’ success is the fact that community residents themselves 
work with us to plan, develop, and implement the strategies 
intended to improve neighborhood outcomes. 

The new USDE grant is one of 24 Promise Neighborhood 
implementation awards given nationwide since 2011. It’s the only 
one in Maryland and the only one hosted by a school of social 
work. The grant builds on the $500,000 planning grant Promise 
Heights received in 2013, which accomplished two vital things:  
1) It built the initiative’s capacity to deliver and evaluate a full 
array of evidence-based services for children and families; and 
2) it attracted matching funds from foundations and from local, 
state, and federal agencies. Promise Heights used the planning 
grant to collect data, convene focus groups, meet with school 
principals, and assess neighborhood needs.

The $30 million award allows Promise Heights to fund the 
expansion work that’s critical to sustained success: 

•  Increasing the number of residents Promise Heights hires 
to staff its programs — for example, hiring parent leaders 
to train fellow moms and dads in advocacy on behalf of the 
neighborhood; hiring graduates of Parent University to lead 
future classes and mentor other neighborhood parents.

•  Expanding work with early childhood education providers to 
ensure that children make progress toward literacy, numeracy, 
and social skills that strengthen kindergarten readiness. 

•  Providing early childhood mental health consultants to support 
families and educate teachers. 

•  Expanding tutoring services at each of Upton/Druid Heights’ 
three elementary schools. 

•  Hiring college and career coordinators at Upton/Druid Heights’ 
middle and high schools.
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•  Increasing after-school slots at all five neighborhood schools for 
programs that support reading and math achievement.

•  Expanding mentoring services to cover students in grades K-12. 

•  Adding more student services coordinators, AmeriCorps 
members, and School of Social Work interns at each 
neighborhood school.

This grant is so important to me personally because I know that 
all of the engagement work UMB is doing in Southwest Baltimore 
right now has its start in the pioneering efforts of Promise 
Heights. Promise Heights showed us how to do engagement the 
right way; how to get input and buy-in from the community and 
how to collaborate with residents on programming; how to grow 
resources, attract partners, and sustain meaningful activity, even 
when sustaining is difficult. 

This grant is proof enough that hard, hard work pays off, and 
I congratulate Promise Heights Executive Director Bronwyn 
Mayden, MSW ’77, and her staff; B’more for Healthy Babies 
principal investigator Wendy G. Lane, MD, MPH; School of 

Social Work Dean Richard P. Barth, PhD, MSW; and all of 
the partners and donors who have enabled this years-long effort 
to transform a neighborhood, using everything that the best 
scholarship has taught us. And, finally, I congratulate the people 
of Upton/Druid Heights, who have been leaders in this initiative 
from the beginning — they’ve fought for it every step of the way 
and turned their advocacy into action. 

Ms. Mayden says that when we talk about the achievement  
gap for children of color, we should be focused on the lack of 
equity that exists for schools in high-poverty neighborhoods.  
This $30 million grant will help close the equity gap for one 
neighborhood, in one city. It’s a promising start. 

Sincerely,

Jay A. Perman, MD
PRESIDENT
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