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INTRODUCTION

Early childhood—the period that begins before birth and continues through 8 years old—is a vitally important
stage of development. The science of brain development and studies about the effects of early relationships
and experiences tell a compelling story about how important early childhood is for lifelong health and well-
being. We also know that the early years of raising a child can be some of the most stressful for parents as they
navigate logistical, financial, social, and emotional challenges—and that these challenges are ampilified for
families who are living in poverty and those who face discrimination based on their race, ethnicity, immigration
status, ability level, and sexual and gender identity and orientation. It follows that investments in supporting
children and families in the early years can make a significant difference for children’s development and
parents’ well-being—and that those investments also have long-term benefits for the communities in which
they live. Supporting and investing in early childhood is an investment in a thriving community, now and into
the future.

With this growing understanding of the importance of early childhood, leaders in many communities are looking
for concrete ideas about how to improve the lives of young children and their families in their communities. They
are looking for information and guidance about where to put their resources and energy, how to implement
effective programs and services, how to reshape systems to get to more equitable outcomes, and what policy
changes will make a difference in families’ lives and support early learning. We call communities that are
engaged in this work Early Learning Communities.

This Early Learning Community (ELC) Action Guide and Assessment Tool is designed to support local leaders—
from mayors and executive directors to parents and service providers—through a process of assessing how
well their community is currently supporting early learning and healthy development, and developing an
action plan to make improvements in one or more areas. When parents and early childhood leaders from
early care and education, health care, and family support services come together to identify actions they can
take at the program, neighborhood, or system level to strengthen their communities and support healthy child
development, they can make their community a place where all children thrive.

Early learning happens in the context of relationships and across all of the settings
where infants, toddlers, and young children spend their time—at home, on the
playground, in child care and school, at the doctor’s office, at the library, and at

the grocery store. Early development includes physical, cognitive, and social-
emotional development, and is driven by the foundational relationships and
experiences that promote early relational health. In this guide, “early learning”
refers to all of these critical aspects of development in the early years.

Key Term - Parents and caregivers: Throughout this guide, we use the word “parent” or the phrase “parents and caregivers” to
include any adult in a primary caregiving role for a child, including birth and adoptive parents, grandparents and other kin raising
children, step-parents, foster and resource parents, chosen family, and others who play that critical role for children.

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITIES:
BUILDING BLOCKS FOR SUCCESS

An Early Learning Community (ELC) is a city, town, village, or county that promotes learning and development
prenatally through the early years of elementary school so that all children can thrive. While communities vary
greatly by history, culture, demographics, and geography, all Early Learning Communities stand on four key
“building blocks”—that is, community characteristics and actions that promote healthy development and well-
being for all young children:

® Community leadership, commitment, and public will to make early childhood a priority;
® Quality services that work for all young children and their families;
® Neighborhoods where families can thrive; and

® Policies that support and are responsive to families.

In an Early Learning Community, these building blocks are aligned, bolstered, and assembled in a way that
builds on the strengths of the community and the families that live there. This includes recognizing the
challenges families face and identifying and addressing the ways that systems are perpetuating disparities
across racial, ethnic, sociodemographic, and/or geographic lines in the community. Putting these pieces
together requires an early childhood infrastructure that includes effective leadership, sustainable financial
backing, support for service providers, and the use of data to drive change. The voices of parents, service
providers, and grassroots community leaders are critical in this work—along with the more formalized
leadership and funding power that comes from municipal or county government, the school district, or a
community-based non-profit entity.
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Community leadership,
commitment and public will

Quality services that work
for all young children and
their families

Neighborhoods where
families can thrive

Policies that support and
are responsive to families

In partnership with municipal leaders, parent leaders, local early childhood advocates, and national partners,
the Center for the Study of Social Policy and the National League of Cities developed the original ELC Action
Guide to help stakeholders come together and transform their communities into Early Learning Communities.
Local leaders—which we define to include elected officials and municipal staff, early childhood system leaders,
service providers, parents, and grassroots community leaders—informed the initial definition of the building
blocks of an Early Learning Community in 2016; more local leaders piloted versions of what was then called the
Progress Rating Tool, implemented action plans, and gave feedback on the experience between 2017-2022.
The latest revisions, made in 2023-2024, and the development of this format with an integrated Assessment
Tool, reflect lessons learned from those early implementers as well as new feedback from parent leaders and
national partners. This latest revision also reflects examples of actions that elementary school and other early
childhood providers can take to serve and support children through age 8. The voices of local leaders have
shaped the ELC Action Guide and Assessment Tool to reflect a wide range of diverse perspectives and to make
it as useful as possible for other communities to put their commitment to early childhood into action and
achieve better outcomes for young children and their families.

Key Term - Early childhood systems: Throughout this guide, we use the term “early childhood system” to refer to the network of
services and entities that reach children from prenatal development through age 8 and their families. The early childhood system
includes interdependent policies, programs, services, and infrastructure including all child- and family-serving systems—such as
early learning, health, housing, economic development, and transportation—and the connections of each of these elements to each
other. In some communities, the early childhood system is very inter-connected and organized, while in other communities it is less
organized and may be experienced more like independent programs and services. Becoming an Early Learning Community includes
formalizing and organizing the early childhood system with a commitment to equity, parent voice, and accountability.

Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool o]
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ENSURING THAT ALL CHILDREN THRIVE:
THE GUIDING VISION FOR EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITIES

The vision of an Early Learning Community is one where all young children get a great start, setting the
foundation for lifelong success and well-being. This means that children are healthy and can learn and thrive in
strong families and in safe, equitable communities. For all children to thrive, targeted and intentional efforts are
needed to lift up and better serve families and communities that have been neglected or harmed by historical
and current systems.

Early learning occurs across multiple domains (physical, cognitive, social, and emotional) in the context of
young children’s relationships with their parents and other caregivers in their communities, and in schools as
children enter that system. Early Learning Communities align their efforts toward three broad sets of outcomes
for young children and their families related to early development:

® All new and expectant parents and young children are healthy.
® All children are ready to thrive in school.

e All children live in strong, positive, and nurturing families and communities.

These are universal goals—the kind of results that all parents and caregivers want for their children. While many
families may feel able to ensure these outcomes for their own children, the United States is far from reaching
them universally. A community that invests in achieving these outcomes for all children and families will see
improvements in child and family well-being throughout the community, as well as longer-term benefits such
as increased academic achievement, a healthier and more prepared workforce, and savings across many
public systems. Achieving these outcomes at a universal or population level will require targeted investments
and actions taken in partnership with families and in communities to address and overcome harm done by
current policies, systems, and approaches that have maintained and perpetuated disparities based on race,
ethnicity, immigration status, ability level, and sexual and gender identity and orientation. Identifying and
implementing needed changes to help all children and families achieve these outcomes is the pathway to the
“Guiding Vision” of ensuring that all children thrive.
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GUIDING VALUES OF AN EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITY

The outcomes described above guide leaders as they work to transform their communities into Early Learning
Communities. This work can only be effective when it is guided by core values which will inform how leaders
understand the needs in the community, prioritize the actions they want to take, and provide resources to
accomplish the goals. The ELC Action Guide and Assessment Tool emphasizes three core values that inform this
work; local leaders may come together to identify additional values that guide the work in a given community.
The guiding values highlighted here are:

® Equity. Are we taking steps that will transform our systems to promote thriving and eliminate disparities in
outcomes related to health, school readiness, and well-being?

e Parent Voice. Are parents and caregivers at the table, helping to shape the agenda, supported as leaders
and partners, and being heard about what will work best for their families and communities throughout the
entire process?

e Accountability. Are we tracking our efforts and impact in meaningful ways, and adjusting our work based on
what we learn to ensure that we are making a difference?

Guiding Value: Equity—Ensuring All Means All

Achieving well-being outcomes for all young children requires intentional effort focused on equity. That means
understanding the current and historical conditions in the community that contribute to disparities among
different populations, and how those conditions affect families.

Inequitable access to opportunity persists in communities across America, including in the form of uneven
investments in public infrastructure, school systems, and services, as well as reduced private investment. The
racial segregation that characterizes most communities in America means that Black, Lating, and Indigenous
children are more likely to live in neighborhoods with high rates of concentrated poverty, exposure to air and
water pollution, and vulnerability to climate change and natural disaster—all of which pose risks to healthy
development. Policies and systems disadvantage individuals, families, and groups based on race and ethnicity
as well as immigration status, ability level, sexual and gender identity and orientation, language spoken, and
socioeconomic status—meaning that individuals face different barriers to resources, services, power, and
ultimately to health and well-being, depending on their intersectional identities.
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Becoming an Early Learning Community requires that elected officials, business and civic leaders, and
advocates understand and reckon with the disparate ways that social determinants of health affect children
and families in their community. Before making the systems changes needed to address those disparities,
communities must first examine existing data to pinpoint who is thriving and who is being left behind. It also
requires an examination of historical practices that have denied certain groups equitable access to resources
and services. Furthermore, addressing those disparities and achieving better outcomes for the population as
a whole requires shifting power to community members who have historically been shut out of the decision-
making process and those who face the most barriers to accessing services. Actions toward becoming an
Early Learning Community should include changes that are necessary to better meet the needs of families
who have been socially and economically marginalized in the community—informed and led by members

of those families. Depending on a community’s history and context, this may mean increasing access to
established services for particular neighborhoods or cultural or language groups that are not being equitably
reached or implementing a new program that meets the expressed needs of a group whose needs have not
been met before.

Guiding Value: Parent Voice—Parents Leading the Way to Success

In an Early Learning Community, parents and caregivers—particularly those from marginalized and underserved
communities—are respected and supported as partners, leaders, and advocates, ensuring that all children,
families, and communities have equitable opportunities to achieve the three broad outcomes of an Early
Learning Community. Increasing the level of parent involvement in an Early Learning Community initiative can
take many forms. Through inclusion and collaboration with parents, communities can be transformed by the
families who have a nuanced understanding of the opportunities for change in their own neighborhoods and
the systems they've experienced firsthand. Early Learning Communities recognize parents’ expertise, as parents
have key insight and know what is best for their families and communities.

Through inclusion and collaboration with parents, communities can be
transformed by the families who have a nuanced understanding of the
opportunities for change in their own neighborhoods and the systems
they've experienced firsthand.

Some communities have a strong track record with parent leadership—in the school system, in community
organizing on other issues, or in early childhood—and can leverage that to ensure that parents have a strong
voice in developing and implementing an Early Learning Community Action Plan. In many communities,
though, parents are not currently organized, supported, or recognized as leaders. In those communities,

the work to become an Early Learning Community will require creating new avenues for collaboration and
feedback, building a welcoming context for parent leaders to join, and supporting families to take leadership
and advocacy roles. This will be most effective when it begins with program providers and decision makers
engaging families in ways that are culturally and linguistically relevant, building strong relationships, and
finding out what support parents need to make their voices heard.

It is important to note that parent leadership and equity are closely intertwined: it is not possible to achieve
equity goals without strong parent leadership from communities that are affected by racism and other forms
of discrimination; and it is not possible to effectively engage diverse and representative parent leaders without
attention to equity issues. The Manifesto for Race Equity and Parent Leadership in Early Childhood Systems is
a helpful guide to approaching these issues jointly for the greatest impact.

e
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Guiding Value: Accountability—Keeping a Focus on Results

Becoming an Early Learning Community requires continuous attention to whether efforts are achieving the
desired results and moving the community closer to achieving the Guiding Vision. That means clearly defining
the community’s goals from the beginning and identifying and gathering different types of data that will show
where you started and whether progress is being made toward those goals. Early childhood systems function
best when representative data are consistently used to drive change—to keep stakeholders focused on the
outcomes of their efforts, improve progress toward those desired outcomes for all children and families, and
increase effectiveness of various programs and of the system itself.

When appropriate, formal evaluations of programs or initiatives focused on specific outcomes may be
conducted. However, a results focus is broader than program evaluation. Accountability demands that leaders
pay attention to what, if anything, has changed as a result of their efforts and investments, as well as being
responsive to families and community members and adjusting strategies and investments as needed. This
might be gleaned through some combination of listening sessions, surveys, interviews, observations, and
tracking quantitative data.

Tracking Progress toward the Guiding Vision

Tracking progress toward the outcomes above will look different in every community. This guide provides
an assessment and action planning process for local leaders to identify changes they want to make in
their communities. It will also be necessary to gather or monitor other data to track how well children and
families are currently doing relative to this vision that all children will thrive , and to identify and assess
where improvements are made over time.

Local leaders can start by considering data that are currently collected by the school system, the public
health department, other state and local entities, or the Census and American Community Survey. It is
important to be alert to the potential for data to reflect bias (due to the questions asked, methods used
to collect it, or other flows) and to consider what data are necessary to better understand children’s and
families’ experiences and outcomes. Families should be consulted about what indicators they see as
showing success in health, school readiness, and family and community well-being. Some communities
will be able to identify trustworthy “hard data” metrics that are related to the outcomes that they can
track over time (such as low birth weight rates, or kindergarten readiness scores), find ways to share their
data, and maintain a public dashboard showing progress. Other communities may not be ready for that
level of data sharing and reporting, but can still identify some key metrics and informally share progress
on those metrics, among partners.

Most communities will find that not everything they want to track is currently measured or collected.
Qualitative data can be critical in telling a more complete story. Local leaders—particularly those

who already have trusting relationships in the community—can collect data through interviews or

focus groups with community members to help document what is happening in the community. All
communities can use tools like the Early Learning Community Assessment Tool in this guide to gauge how
well stakeholders think the community is doing, and track changes over time. In addition, communities
may also use CSSP’s Early Childhood Systems Performance Assessment Toolkit to look more closely at
how their early childhood system is functioning, and identify ways to improve.

Whichever indicators a community chooses to focus on, it should track them for the entire population of
the city or county, disaggregating the data (by race, ethnicity, home language, gender, zip code, or other
relevant demographics) to see which population groups are thriving and which could be better served
by the systems in place. Leaders should work to understand the reasons for those results and develop a
plan for how to improve them. It is also important that leaders report progress regularly to the broader
community to help them understand the numbers and the story behind the numbers—and what it all
combines to say about the community’s progress toward the Guiding Vision.

Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool
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BECOMING AN EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITY

Becoming an Early Learning Community is an ongoing process, where there are always opportunities to make
progress. In the infographic, the steps a community can take are illustrated as a community coming together
to build a playground. There are common elements in Early Learning Communities, but, like playgrounds,
these elements can be assembled in many different ways. Some communities may choose to make minor
renovations or additions to an established playground, while others are breaking ground for the first time.
Wherever a community is in the process, some elements are critical to success.

Commitment. Making a commitment to value and support early learning and
development for all young children in a community—and particularly those who lack
equitable access to opportunities for success—is a critical first step. It is crucial this
commitment is made by decision-makers in local government, leaders and providers that
serve children and families, and by representative stakeholders (most often parents) and
people outside of the early childhood system who are leaders in their communities. The
commitment to these efforts should value children and families and put their needs at the
center of these efforts—and should be backed up with resources to bring the vision

to reality.

Leadership. Becoming an Early Learning Community will not happen without dedicated
leadership, coming together with agreed-on values, timeline, and desired results. It is
critical to create or identify a diverse, inclusive leadership group with cross-field experience
in areas such as early care and education, health and dental care, public health, and
family support, as well as parents and community residents who will be most impacted by
the decisions of this group. It will also be important to designate an organization to serve
as the “backbone” for your efforts—an office or agency with a designated staff person to
coordinate and monitor the cross-sector work, identify opportunities for collective action,
and guide the community narrative about its commitment to early childhood and the
potential for all children to succeed.

Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool
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Assessment. Once that commitment has been made—by a mayor or city council, a county
executive or county board, or a non-profit organization like a United Way or early childhood
commission, in partnership with many other stakeholders—the next steps depend on the
unique characteristics of the community. This guide and assessment tool—with a scoring
sheet in Appendix B and a digital version available at eln-collective.org—are designed

to gather many people’s perspectives on what the community is already doing well and
where there is a need for new or different efforts. Parents, caregivers, and service providers,
beyond those involved in leading these efforts, should be asked to give their perspectives,
through the formal assessment tool or through focus groups and less formal conversations.
In addition, looking at available data on child and family well-being will help leaders
identify where changes and improvements are needed, and determine how to measure
change over time.

Action Planning. With the commitments made, the right stakeholders at the table, and
data in hand, the next steps are up to each community. Completing the guide and
assessment tool will generate ideas that can be incorporated into an ELC Action Guide,
which will look different in every community. (Communities can use the template for an ELC
Action Plan in Appendix C—or use another format that stakeholders are already familiar
with.) Some communities will choose to focus on one or two building blocks, while others
will take on all four building blocks at once. Some will choose to enhance areas where there
is already a strong foundation, while others will focus on a building block where very little
has been done so far. For example, communities can build on existing policies, programs,
and initiatives within or across the sectors that affect young children and their families,
and in some cases create new policies, programs, and initiatives. Each community will also
have to take into account how state and federal programs are currently implemented and
what opportunities could be leveraged to make better use of those funds.

Implementation. Putting a plan into action won't happen overnight. Coalitions may benefit
from including some immediate, relatively easy actions to solve some problems quickly,
which also helps to build momentum and a sense of camaraderie among stakeholders.
Other steps in the ELC Action Plan may take months or years of planning, fundraising,
advocacy, or relationship building before they can be implemented. In any case,
implementation should take place in partnership with parent leaders in the community and
with input from as many residents as possible about how the plan will be carried out—the
when, where, and how—in order to be most effective.

Reflection and Recommitment. The ELC Action Plan should be a living document. At
regular intervals, the leadership group should review what has been done, how effective
it has been, what is coming up next, and what might need to change in the Action Plan
going forward. Less frequently, this might include going back and re-doing assessments,
celebrating progress, and setting new goals—or revisiting partners’ commitment to the
work after changes in leadership or priorities.

e
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Building Your
Early Learning Community

' Commitment

® What is your community’s commitment
to young children?

® What resources are going to be invested in
becoming an Early Learning Community?

[
L
¥
i’

' Leadership

® Who will lead the work, and what will
they do to convene and organize early
: childhood stakeholders?

kY, ® Who else needs to be at the table to
0N represent the families, neighborhoods,
oy and groups that will be most affected?

1}

' Assessment

® \What is already going well to support young
children in your community, and where is
there a need for something new or different?

® Where do stakeholders differ in their
impressions of how the community is doing?

r Use the ELC Assessment Tool




:, Action Planning
® Based on your assessment process, where
‘ do stakeholders want to focus their time

] and energy on making improvements?

Will you focus on one or two building blocks,
Ly or spread your efforts across all four? Will

Y you build on work that's already going on,
§ or do something new?

S Use the Action Planning Template

' Implementation

® What is needed to put your plan into action?

¢ How will you gather input from families
about the “when, where, and how" of your
_ action steps to be most effective?

r
i’

' ' Reflection

: and Recommitment

% ® What have you accomplished, and what

| have you learned along the way?

Has your community gotten stronger in
one or more building blocks?

What's next on your journey to becoming
an Early Learning Community?




Structure of the Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool
Building Blocks

The Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool is built around the four building blocks that
make up an Early Learning Community. These are four broad areas that communities can focus on in order to
improve how families with young children are supported to promote early learning and healthy development.
Identified by local leaders working to transform their own communities, the building blocks are:

® Community leadership, commitment, and public will to make early childhood a priority;
® Quality services that work for all young children and their families;
® Neighborhoods where families can thrive; and

® Policies that support and are responsive to families.

Goals

Each building block is divided into three to six goals, describing the ideal conditions when that building block

is established in a community. These goals are aspirational and, taken together, describe an almost utopian
community for young children and their families. Most communities in the United States will find that they have
a long way to go toward reaching these goals, but this guide offers a variety of suggestions for how to get closer
to them. An ELC is a community that is working and making progress toward these goals, not just one that has
reached them.

Certain goals within building blocks 1 and 2 are marked with a bridge icon to _$

indicate that they make up the “critical infrastructure” of an Early Learning
Community. Special attention should be paid to these goals, particularly if you
are having trouble advancing your early learning efforts or if you are ready to
formalize your work for greater effectiveness.

Levels

Within each goal are three levels that describe how close a community is to reaching the goal:

P Levelldescribes the starting point and is the first thing a community will want to establish on their path to
reaching that goal. In many cases, the first level involves assessing the current situation in order to identify
strengths and areas of need.

P Level 2 describes a community that is taking initiative and making some progress toward the goal. This
may include communities where progress has been made for some pockets of the population, but those
efforts are not benefiting the whole community yet.

> Finally, Level 3 indicates that a community has invested time, energy, and resources toward reaching this
goal and is integrating their efforts across the early childhood system and/or with other sectors.

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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Communities will likely be at different levels for different goals. The levels are meant to be hierarchical so that

a community can build on its progress. However, even a community that has been working for many years to
improve early childhood systems may find ideas for actions in levels 1 and 2 that haven't been done before—
or haven't been done in a long time—and could be used to strengthen or revitalize their efforts. Communities
should evaluate what early learning and family-informed efforts have taken place in the past. Previous

efforts can provide insights on lessons learned, challenges, and new opportunities. If parents and members

of marginalized communities did not have a chance to inform previous efforts, that could be a place to start.
And if previous efforts did not focus on identifying and addressing disparities in the community, that can be the
hallmark of a renewed effort.

Some communities may find that this assessment process is the first time they have even considered some of
the goals in this guide. In that case, the “not started” rating may be appropriate for one or more goals. Those
goals may offer clear action steps to include in the ELC Action Plan, to move to level 1. Some communities may
not be ready to get started in some areas, but know it's an area for future growth and development.

Actions

The actions described within each level are examples of steps a community might take—things that have

been done in other communities as they worked to build or enhance their early childhood systems. These are
suggested actions but they are not an exhaustive list of requirements for meeting the levels. The particular
actions a community chooses will differ depending on its social, political, financial, and historical context.

One community may decide to implement a number of actions just as described in this guide, while another
community may take inspiration from the listed actions and ask stakeholders to design their own actions that
will help them get closer to that goal. Throughout this assessment tool, stakeholders can note actions that have
already been taken that are similar to those on the provided list; select actions to include in the ELC Action Plan;
or write in other actions that would move the community closer to that goal. Whatever actions are included

in the ELC Action Plan should be grounded in the needs and desires of families in the community who should
inform the plan at every step of the way.

How to Use this Action Guide and Assessment Tool

Wherever you are in the process of becoming an Early Learning Community, elements of this Action Guide and
related materials available at https:/[/cssp.org/our-work/project/early-learning-nation may be useful:

® The “Building Your Early Learning Community” infographic can help to guide the process and identify the next
steps in your journey toward becoming an Early Learning Community. Slides and a handout version of the
infographic are also available.

® The detailed description of the building blocks, goals, and action steps communities can take to reach each
goal may be best shared with the people most closely involved with each building block or those who will
focus on an action plan for a given building block.

® Not all stakeholders need to engage with the written details of every building block or goal. A discussion
guide is available for gathering input about the community’s current status and ideas for improvements with
stakeholders who have less time to spend on this process; who have lower literacy; or who speak languages
other than English and Spanish, as it can be translated more easily than the full ELC Action Guide and
Assessment Tool.

® In the At-a-Glance overview in Appendix A, you can quickly track where your community stands on each of
the goals of an Early Learning Community and identify areas to take action. This overview document includes
the level of detail that may be most helpful for some stakeholder groups or meetings.

e
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® The Assessment Tool throughout this guide can be used to rate your community’s current status and identify
action steps you think your community should take. You can track your ratings in Appendix B or in the online
Assessment Tool. The results from the Assessment Tool may be a good messaging tool to use with elected
officials, local foundations, and the public.

® The assessment process is designed to help you create an ELC Action Plan, selecting areas where you will
focus your efforts in the next six months or year. Appendix € provides a template for your ELC Action Plan;
your community may prefer to add these actions to an existing plan, or to use some other format.

® The Glossary, in Appendix D, will be particularly useful in establishing shared terms for the steps for
becoming an Early Learning Community, and will provide grounding vocabulary for this guide.

Depending on where you are starting from, here are some special considerations:

® Just Getting Started. If you are bringing together stakeholders for the first time or launching a new
effort toward becoming an Early Learning Community, the steps in this ELC Action Guide should be very
straightforward. A critical early step is identifying a leadership body or organization that has the credibility
to convene people and resources to lead this effort. This might be a public office (city, county, or school
district), a non-profit, or a higher education institution. Be sure to assess the quality and accessibility of
services currently available and engage the leaders of any previous or current initiatives focused on quality
improvement or cross-systems partnerships. To successfully launch these efforts, it might be helpful to
identify prior initiatives or offices (such as a children’s cabinet or local government committee) and what
their progress has been.

e Building on Progress. If your community already has a track record of partners working together with a
focus on early childhood issues, the ELC Action Guide and Assessment Tool can help you to identify your next
steps—whether you choose to deepen your work in a particular areq, expand your reach to new areas, or
bring a new focus on equity and ensuring that all families with young children throughout the community are
benefiting from the early childhood system in place. For you, becoming an Early Learning Community may
mean bringing in new partners and new perspectives and broadening your scope, or infusing your work with
new energy and focus.

e Already Doing Well. If your community already has a strong early childhood system, the ELC Action Guide
and Assessment Tool may serve as a way to validate your current efforts and identify some areas to focus
new energy. For example, if you find that your community is already at a level 2 or 3 and close to reaching
many of the goals related to community leadership and quality services, you might choose to focus on
neighborhood issues or on policies that would better support families in raising children. If your community
has an existing early childhood plan, you may pull some language or concepts in from the ELC Action Guide
for ideas or actions that aren’t currently addressed in your plan.
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Early Learning Community Assessment Tool

Building Block #1

Community Leadership, Commitment and Public Will
to Make Early Childhood a Priority

At the heart of an Early Learning Community is a common understanding
that children and families are a priority—a community commitment

to valuing and supporting families, and public will to maintain that
commitment with funding, volunteerism, and neighborliness. This
commitment is necessary to drive change in all of the other building blocks
(services, neighborhoods, and policies) and transform a community into
one where children and families are valued, supported, and thriving.
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Embodying the Guiding Values in Building Block 1

To strengthen and guide a community’s work on Building Block 1, keep the following in mind related to each of
the guiding values:

Key components of equitable engagement include building strong and sustainable relationships and
partnerships through collaboration with community liaisons, including grassroots organizations and local
service providers, that have long-standing relationships with historically underrepresented communities.
Creating trusting relationships, increasing accessibility to facilities and services, and providing a range of
opportunities to become involved are key actions that reflect a commitment to equitable engagement.

Equity in engagement and community advocacy must place specific emphasis on those who will be most
impacted by the project and those who are most often marginalized in decision-making. Community
engagement work cannot be separated from the larger cultural, political, and socioeconomic context in

a community, and the most effective forms of civic engagement must remain responsive to conditions of
inequity and injustice. Leaders have to make a commitment to identify disparities impacting communities,
and collaborate with community members to develop plans to improve conditions, experiences, and family
outcomes. Engagement and community advocacy efforts should include individuals, families, and groups
marginalized due to race and ethnicity as well as gender identity, sexual orientation, immigration status,
disability status, language spoken, and socioeconomic status.

Consider identifying one or more reputable accessibility and inclusion experts who are familiar with different
populations within the community, to inform and promote accessibility throughout all efforts and to aid in
identifying caregivers and children impacted by disabilities and/or chronic conditions.

Parent Voice

Leadership groups should collaborate with families and community members representing communities
that have been marginalized and underserved to shape, improve, and inform the ELC Action Plan and other
efforts. This is also an opportunity to connect families to community resources, supportive services, and their
elected officials serving in the leadership group.

Including parents and caregivers in leadership groups is essential. Seek out parents and caregivers who
have existing relationships with partnering organizations, include more than one parent to represent

parent voice, and be prepared to offer supports such as check-ins before and after meetings, training and
leadership development opportunities, and stipends for anyone who is joining the group outside of a paid
role. Through referrals, it is also possible to identify parents who are engaged in their communities but may
not have existing relationships with partner organizations, and who will bring fresh eyes to the challenges the
community is facing.

When planning events, listening sessions, or focus groups, include venues in neighborhoods outside the
city center and where families already frequent such as laundromats, parks, child care centers, places

of worship, libraries, and other cultural institutions. Think of other ways to eliminate barriers for parent
attendance to events, including meeting in an accessible space (handrails, access to elevators, etc.),
providing child care so that parents can attend with their children, scheduling meetings to accommodate
working parents, and considering the language and communication needs of all individuals.

Accountability

Funding is one of the most visible and effective markers of commitment. Track the community’s investment
of funds into early childhood programs and services and community-level efforts—and how the community
provides resources for families with young children directly—to see whether it grows over time. Alongside
tracking funding, measure outcomes of interest, evaluate provider performance, and gather feedback from
community members on whether services and programs funded have been responsive to their needs.

It can be powerful to record the membership of the early childhood leadership group, including which
sectors, neighborhoods, and demographic groups are represented, attendance at meetings, and other
measures of engagement in the work to see how it changes over time.

Early Learning Community Action Guide and Assessment Tool 29



Local leaders work together across systems with a focus on early childhood

Building and strengthening the infrastructure for an Early Learning Community requires committed local
leadership, a trusted convening entity, one or more champions, and a broader group of engaged stakeholders.
This leadership can come from elected officials, city or county staff, non-profit leaders, service providers and
active family and community members.

?  Which level describes your community currently? | | Not Started [ | Levell [ ] level2 [ ] Level 3

P Levell- A group of stakeholders committed to early childhood and with community ties meets regularly
to identify collective priorities to better support families and young children, to guide the effort to act on
established priorities, and to identify areas of overlap and possible areas of future collaboration.

Some ways communities can get started include:

® Hold multiple listening sessions across the city or county, using community liaisons to recruit broad
participation, to learn what community members want for children and what their aspirations are
for their community. Foster a culture of trust, respect, and inclusion to ensure you receive authentic
feedback. Listening sessions and outreach need to be accessible to all members of the community,
and should take into account language, transportation, and other access barriers. Account for and
deliberately reduce barriers so that all community members feel free to share their own opinions,
experiences, and ideas.

® Activate an existing group of stakeholders or host a community-wide early childhood summit to identify
partners who would be willing to participate. The local United Way may be able to help identify potential
partners, and neighborhood associations, civic clubs, faith groups, or PTA groups can be great sources
of community voice. Parents of young children and early care and education providers from the
community should be represented in this group.

® Consider who is not at the table, to ensure that representation is equitable and inclusive.

® Establish frequent and open lines of communication between a core group of stakeholders and top
community leaders, such as the mayor, county executive, or superintendent of schools.

® Have each provider and community organization involved identify how they influence families’ lives and
how they embody the guiding values of an Early Learning Community, and identify overlaps and gaps in
their services. This “service mapping” should include partners’ reach as well as other services available,
who and where in the community the services are reaching, and what is missing.

P Level 2- A group of community members and representatives from a wide variety of organizations and
institutions are jointly working toward a shared vision and common goals.

Some ways communities can keep working toward this goal include:

e After extensive outreach and multiple conversations with a diverse set of community members,
develop a shared vision and shared goals among a core group of stakeholders committed to moving
the work forward.

e [dentify a few distinct areas to focus joint action. Create working groups or subcommittees dedicated to
action plans around these areas.

® Ensure that the partnership is diverse and representative of the community. It should include regular
and routine input from families and core early childhood partners (i.e., early care and education, health,
home visiting, and family support). Representation should be equitable and inclusive of community
members from different backgrounds, neighborhoods, socioeconomic statuses, races, and ethnicities.
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® Establish regular and open lines of communication between a core group of stakeholders and top
community leaders, such as the mayor, county executive, or superintendent of schools.

® Evaluate how different partners’ organizational and programmatic strategies and goals intersect.
Consider aligning priorities and action plans across the community to work on shared goals and
highlighted themes. For example, align the city plan with the school district’s plan or the community
development plan.

P Level 3 - A well-established early childhood group with dedicated leadership and broad community input
works collaboratively to promote the healthy development of young children.

Some ways communities can make a deeper commitment to reaching this goal include:

® Formalize the administration of this group of stakeholders with a coordinator at an existing non-profit—
or create an office of early learning or young children at the city or county level. Identify funding for the
sustainability of this position or office.

® Develop protocols for meetings and participation in the early childhood coordinating group, including
guidelines for facilitating stakeholder relationships, managing disagreements about priorities, and
identifying gaps in representation.

® Expand the representation in the group to include sectors beyond early childhood that impact families,
such as transportation, the business community, and faith-based organizations.

® Sign commitment letters or memoranda of understanding to formalize the partnership and articulate
the commitments each organization or individual is making to the work.

® Develop an ELC Action Plan and share it with the community, with formal and public endorsements and
commitment to implementation of the plan from multiple stakeholders.

Effective Leadership: External Resources

e Community Toolbox — University of Kansas Center for Community Health and Development (Updated 2023)

® Field Catalyst Origin Stories: Lessons for Systems-Change Leaders — The Bridgespan Group (2023)

e Making Network-Based Strategy Work: A Field Guide — Community Wealth Partners (2016)

e Toolkit for Collaboration — FRIENDS Resource Center for Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention
(Updated 2023)

Communities in Action—GOAL 1.1| Reimagining child care in Palm Beach County, FL

In 2023, Children’s Services Council of Palm Beach County (CSC) began to reimagine their investments
in early care and education. By engaging families and child care pr