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How do we serve as an 
Economic Mobility Catalyst?

Heights is a connector.  
Our students are at the center of a complex ecosystem.  We 
help students create their pathway.

We leverage micro + macro solutions. 
We work with businesses, schools, and colleges to increase 
total opportunity while simultaneously providing personal and 
individual support to our students.

We operate at a scale that can make impact.
3,500+ students | 75 staff | $12M budget | $28M endowment
       25 District School Partners | 13 University Partners 



As an Economic Mobility Catalyst, 
Heights focuses on 4 key pillars:

Advising & 
Enrichment

College and career advising 
and financial support to 

3,300+ students, beginning in 
middle school and continuing 

through college.   

Pathways to Careers 

Defined pathways to key 
industries that provide 

family sustaining pay and 
career opportunity in the 

Philadelphia region. 

Partnerships

Transformative partnerships to 
make educational systems and 

the workforce better for 
Philadelphia youth.  

Community

Community of support and 
network of people who invest 
in their success made up of 

alumni, dedicated staff, 
educators, and volunteers. 



2001-2004: Programmer in SF

2005-2008: Law School (UVA)

2008-2018: Legal Aid Lawyer in Philadelphia

2018-2023: Director of Analytics for DA Krasner 
in Philadelphia

2023-present: VP of Data and Innovation at 
Heights Philadelphia

About Me



12/15/2009: “Fugitives now owe taxpayers a 

whopping $1 billion in forfeited bail, according to 

court officials”

6/26/2010: “Philadelphia court officials are poised to 

launch a campaign to go after $1 billion in bail money 

forfeited by defendants who skipped trial. . . [T]he 

courts will dun more than 200,000 people.”



Source

Using Public Data to 
Change the Story

https://www.inquirer.com/philly/news/20141011_Nearly__1billion_owed_by_thousands_of_bail_jumpers_wiped_off_the_books.html


What is public and open data?

Public data… means any data that is in the public 
domain… Public data is definitely not always open data.
https://www.tpximpact.com 

Open data and content can be freely used, modified, and 
shared by anyone for any purpose. 
https://opendefinition.org/ 

Open data is generally easier to use and is more reliable, 
but both can be valuable

https://www.tpximpact.com
https://opendefinition.org/


Open Data is Everywhere

There are an uncountable number of 
open and public data sources:

● DataHub
● Data.gov
● FRED
● City open data websites (e.g. 

https://opendataphilly.org/) 
● GIS data from cities, states, federal gov’t, schools, 

etc…
● Curated data sets (github.com/awesomedata)

A Sample of Categories on DataHub

https://datahub.io/
http://data.gov
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/
https://opendataphilly.org/
https://github.com/awesomedata/awesome-public-datasets
http://github.com/awesomedata


Public and Open Data Has a Hugely Important 
Role in the Work that We Do

● Context: Discover who we are
● Problem detection: Issue spotting
● Rangefinding: What are the reach and limits of the 

systems I work with?
● Change: What are the changes in data over time?
● Evaluate: What impact will a proposed policy have or 

did a prior policy create?
● Micro and macro: Connect federal issues to state and 

local issues; compare across jurisdictions
● Comparison: Who do you serve and how does that 

compare to your potential service population?



Not everything that can be 
counted counts, and not 
everything that counts can be 
counted

- William Bruce Cameron



Pitfalls with (Open) Data

● Think about what data may be missing: are crosstabs 
available? Is the data only measuring ‘easy’ things?

● Data sets often cannot be connected.
● Qualitative data is important but is more rare.
● Data can be stale - what is the sell-by date?
● Data may not be presented to you at the right 

granularity (e.g. age brackets, geographic area)
● Data has bias. Who did the measurement? What did 

they measure and what did they not measure?
● Who is responding to surveys/creating the data?

○ More potholes in wealthy parts of Boston
○ Systematic undercounting in the Census

https://ritaallen.org/blog/confronting-the-data-dilemma/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/better-census-data-children-immigrants-would-help-them-and-nation


Shootings Near Schools

What: A violence intervention grant application. One of the 
modalities was educational support.

Role that data played: Provided context to the work we 
were proposing: what was the need for violence 
intervention in the neighborhoods where we worked

Data: 57 blocks in Philly with 10+ shootings 2015-2021; 
shooting victims data from opendataphilly; Heights schools

https://57blocksphilly.org/
https://opendataphilly.org/datasets/shooting-victims/


Shootings Near Schools



Comparing School Population to Heights’ Students

What: Internal dashboard that compares Heights’ 
students/outcomes to the wider school community

Role that data played: Allows us to understand the 
context of our work within the greater school community. 
Do our students reflect the school’s population? What is 
the trajectory of the school’s grad, matriculation rates? 
How does that change our work?

Data: School catchment shapefiles; school population, 
graduation, college matriculation data; Heights data

https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=e117e6dc56294b80a51d89655b9e43b1
https://www.philasd.org/research/#opendata
https://www.philasd.org/research/#opendata


Comparing School Population to Heights’ Students



Making Sense of Unemployment Data

What: Making sense of local unemployment data, on a 
national scale. 

Role that data played: Allowed advocates around the 
country to track their state’s UI system both longitudinally 
and in comparison to other states. Allowed concentrated 
expertise in calculations to benefit wide group of advocates 
who could then run their own individual campaigns.

Data: 15-20 data files from the USDOL on various aspects 
of state unemployment programs

https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/DataDownloads.asp


Making Sense of Unemployment Data

This is what states 
submit to the federal 
government each 
month.

Advocates in the know 
could get this data 
from the state.

Few advocates knew 
what to do with it or 
that it could be 
downloaded en-masse 
from the federal govt’t.



Making Sense of Unemployment Data

There are 32 different 
reports that are 
available digitally and 
64 different data files 
to download.



Making Sense of Unemployment Data

Each file can have 
40+ columns and 
represents monthly 
data for each state 
since 1971.

Columns can be 
decoded by reading a 
data dictionary.

Many metrics (e.g. 
recipiency) are hard to 
calculate and span 
reports.



Making Sense of Unemployment Data

TCF Unemployment DashboardUI Data Explorer

https://tcf.org/content/data/unemployment-insurance-data-dashboard/
https://tcf-ui-data.shinyapps.io/ui-data-explorer/


I’m excited about using open data!

What are some tools that I can 
use to do this kind of work?



Tools to Analyze Open Data

Virtually any tool that can handle data can help you gain 
insights

● Spreadsheets
● Databases
● Programming languages (R, python)
● Visualization programs (PowerBI, Tableau)
● AI tools: claude, gemini, chatgpt

Connected data is often more interesting than singular 
datasets.



If I didn’t give an AI example, I’d 
be committing 
speaker-malpractice



Analyzing Housing Prices with Claude.ai

Question: How have housing prices changed in SF vs 
Dallas? What is the impact of new construction and 
population changes on prices?

Data: Case Shiller Housing Index for SF and Dallas
Private Structure Permits for SF and Dallas
Resident Population for SF and Dallas

Tool: Claude.ai
See full transcript - http://bit.ly/4o6HbdQ  

Output: https://bit.ly/3ILDp9u  

https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=SFXRSA
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=DAXRSA
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=BPPRIV006075
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/BPPRIV048113
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=CASANF0POP
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=TXDALL3POP
http://claude.ai
https://claude.ai/share/e8197b97-700f-450b-8c06-7f296a9029c3
http://bit.ly/4o6HbdQ
https://bit.ly/3ILDp9u


Analyzing Housing Prices with Claude.ai



Analyzing Housing Prices with Claude.ai



Analyzing Housing Prices with Claude.ai





How do you use 
public data?



Thank you!
Please reach out:
Michael Hollander
mhollander@heights.org

mailto:mhollander@heights.org

