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ABOUT THIS REPORT — AND THE BIG GOAL
This report has been compiled by the Northeast Indiana Regional Partnership 
on behalf of the Big Goal Collaborative. Its purpose is to support the work 
of individual counties in achieving kindergarten readiness and ultimately the 
region’s goals of improving educational outcomes and increasing per capita 
incomes and quality of life for all.

The Big Goal Collaborative contributes to the 21st Century Talent Pillar of 
the Northeast Indiana Regional Partnership (NEIRP) and its Vision 2020 
initiative. NEIRP is a public-private partnership focused on improving the 
economic vitality of Northeast Indiana. In 2010, the Partnership launched 
Vision 2020 to bring the region together around five key areas for economic 
growth: 21st Century Talent, Competitive Business Climate, Entrepreneurship, 
Infrastructure and Quality of Life. The Partnership supports 10 member 

counties: Adams, Allen, DeKalb, Huntington, LaGrange, Noble, Steuben, Wabash, Wells and 
Whitley counties.

In 2012, NEIRP adopted The Big Goal “to increase the percentage of Northeast Indiana 
residents with high-quality degrees or credentials to 60% by 2025.” NEIRP chose this Big 
Goal because research shows that more than 60% of jobs will soon require post-secondary 
education in the form of a two- or four-year degree or credential. Currently, only 37% of 
Northeast Indiana’s workforce has a labor market-valued degree or credential. 

The Big Goal Collaborative is led by a cross-sector group of leaders who form the Education 
Leadership Council.  Participants represent business, government, preK-12 and higher 
education, nonprofit and faith-based organizations. The group’s efforts are coordinated by a 
“backbone” staff at NEIRP led by Ryan Twiss, director of regional initiatives. The Kindergarten 
Readiness Action Team is one of six Action Teams that focus on a specific segment of the 
education spectrum. Members have a vision of ensuring all children in Northeast Indiana 
enter kindergarten prepared for success in school. Fifteen of the team’s members have been 
helping Indiana’s Early Learning Advisory Committee (ELAC) identify best practices and 
make recommendations for improving outcomes for Hoosier children. This Annual Report is 
an outgrowth of their efforts and of the ELAC Annual Report 2015 to the governor and to the 
General Assembly Legislative Council. 

This report recognizes that county level action is necessary to achieve the vision of ensuring 
all children arrive at kindergarten prepared for success in school. The family is the most critical 
factor in the well-being of our region’s children, followed by the community in which they live. 
This report is designed to inform the Wabash County community about the status of children 
and the supports currently being provided for them and their families. The early childhood 
segment of the educational continuum is the most fragmented of all. There is a well-defined 
system for K-12 education with plenty of data to aid continuous improvement. That is not the 
case for early childhood.  There is no uniform Kindergarten Readiness or Kindergarten Entry 
Assessment for Indiana, as there are in other states. There is much we do not know about 
who is taking care of our children and the quality of care they are receiving. Our hope is that 
local organizations will be able to fill in some of the gaps of missing information based on 
their local knowledge. We hope communities will then work together to understand what the 
data is telling them and take evidence-based actions that will achieve even better outcomes 
for children.
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HOW DO WE MOVE THE NEEDLE?

What will it take to produce the talented workers our employers need to be competitive and 
the engaged citizens our communities need to improve our quality of life?

Mountains of evidence indicate that the architecture of our brains and the foundations of 
lifelong learning, behavior and health are largely developed before age five. Evidence of the 
achievement gap has been detected as early as age 9 months.1 Children from welfare homes 
tend to have heard 30 million fewer words by age 3 than children raised in professional 
homes.2 Without intervention, such gaps only tend to widen over time. Children who are 
not prepared for kindergarten are less likely to graduate from high school and more likely to 
become teen parents, depend on welfare and engage in violent crime.

So where does Wabash County stand on raising children who are prepared for success in 
school and life by the time they arrive at kindergarten? According to the data available, 
only 3.8% of children age 0-5 have access to high quality child care in Wabash County.  
Two-thirds of all children need child care because all their parents work. That and other 
data—and a list of potential strategies—are included in this report. It is offered as a resource 
to community leaders to digest and determine what they can do to “move the needle” 
in favor of child and economic development. The Big Goal Collaborative stands ready to 
support Wabash and each of the 10 counties in Northeast Indiana—by “collecting the dots” 
as we have done here and by facilitating efforts to “connect the dots” by using collective 
impact principles.
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“Those seeking to reduce deficits and strengthen the economy should make significant investments in early 
childhood education,” says James Heckman, the Henry Schultz Distinguished Service Professor of Economics 
at The University of Chicago, a Nobel Laureate in Economics and an expert in the economics of human 
development. “The highest rate of return in early childhood development comes from investing as early as 
possible, from birth through age five, in disadvantaged families.” More at www.heckmanequation.org.

WHY INVEST IN EARLY CHILD CARE AND LEARNING?
Quality early child care and education enhances children’s cognitive and social development, school 
readiness, health, and well-being. It better equips them for the workforce and thereby contributes 
to long-term economic development. Access to child care increases labor force participation and 
helps support a stable workforce. It enables parents to work. It allows them to care for their families 
financially while contributing federal, state, and local taxes to the economy. In the absence of quality 
early care and education, society pays a high price in the form of higher costs for special education 
services, remediation, and eventually social welfare and crime. Nobel Prize winning economist James 
Heckman contends we as a nation invest the least where the potential return is the greatest—in early 
childhood.

The return on investing in high quality early childhood learning is higher than investment anywhere 
else on the education continuum. Economists predict returns that average $7 for every $1 invested 
over the lifetime of each child. That’s because the foundation of all learning, behavior and health is 
developed in early childhood.

At-risk children who don’t receive a high-quality early childhood education are:

•	 25% more likely to drop out of school

•	 40% more likely to become a teen parent

•	 50% more likely to be placed in special education

•	 60% more likely to never attend college

•	 70 % more likely to be arrested for a violent crime3
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Economic impact of investing
in early childhood learning.
        — James Heckman, www.heckmanequation.org
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A stark example of the kinds of costs that could be saved is that Indiana spent $18 million in 2014-
15 re-educating 3,743 kindergartners held back for another year.4 That kind of waste continues 
as students fail to master subjects, repeat failed classes and have to take remedial language and 
math when they enter college. Children who start behind tend to fall further behind. They become 
frustrated, get turned off about school, check out and some eventually drop out. It doesn’t have to  
be that way.

Research has shown that the returns to society are highest when the highest quality learning 
opportunities are provided to the most at-risk children, typically those in poverty. The reason for 
investing in early learning is as clear as the differences between two stark outcomes:

1. The desirable outcome of raising a generation of healthy, well-educated, career-ready adults 
who contribute to society by being highly productive employees or entrepreneurs, by paying 
taxes, giving to charities, and raising the next generation effectively, or 

2. The undesirable outcome of raising an ill-prepared generation of adults who drain society’s 
limited resources through crime, welfare, healthcare expenses, and inability to support their 
families’ well-being.

The return on investments in high quality early learning, especially for at-risk children, occurs over 
time:  

•	 Employers benefit immediately: Employers are the first to benefit from an immediate boost in 
productivity. That occurs because of reduced tardiness and absenteeism when parents have 
reliable, quality child care.  Parents are better able to fully focus on their jobs when they know 
their children are well cared for. Two-thirds of all children require child care because their 
parent or parents work. 

•	 Employers and taxpayers benefit long-term: The skills that employers and educators treasure 
most develop in early childhood. These include the ability to pay attention, to persist in the 
face of challenges, to work effectively with others, and to do the most important thing first. 
The brain’s ability to master these executive function skills peaks between ages 3 and 5. 

DIGGING INTO DATA: QUALITY MATTERS
Collecting and analyzing data can be a rewarding but messy experience—like children playing 
in a sandbox. That is especially true when it comes to data about the experiences of children 
in their earliest years. Some of the data in this report is incomplete. There is much we do not 
know about where children spend their time and the quality of their experiences. We offer the 
data in this report as a starting point. We believe the accuracy and completeness will improve 
over time because lots of people are working on it. We invite local organizations to help with 

Cost of Kindergarten Retention 
Public School Districts Retained in Kindergarten Cost per year *

District No. Corp Name 2013-14 2014-15 2013-14 2014-15
8045 Manchester Community Schools 16 9 $76,544 $43,056

8050 M S D Wabash County Schools 5 8 $23,920 $38,272

8060 Wabash City Schools 11 11 $52,624 $52,624

Total: Wabash County 32 28 $153,088 $133,952

*Cost per year is based on$4,784 (the amount school districts received per student for kindergartners) multiplied by the 
number of kindergarten students retained.

Source of retention numbers: IDOE response to public records request March 6, 2015
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that process by sharing information with 
the Big Goal Collaborative and their local 
Child Care Resource and Referral agency.

There is also the problem of defining what 
constitutes quality in early learning. We 
know that the quality of children’s early 
experiences matter greatly.  Some parents 
and providers do an intuitively great job 
of providing the nurturing, stimulating 
environments and effective discipline their 
children need. Others may not know how 
because they were never taught. 

 
The Paths to QUALTYTM Levels 1 to 4 serve 
as a guide to parents about programs 
striving to offer quality care. Then again, some programs not on Paths to QUALITYTM (PTQ) 
may produce better outcomes than those that are on PTQ, but there is no current way to 
know. Some lower level programs may provide better outcomes than higher level programs. 
That is not usual, but it happens. An experienced teacher with no early childhood degree 
may be more effective than a teacher with a bachelor degree. High quality programs in this 
report are defined as those that have achieved Level 3 or 4 in PTQ or are accredited by an 
agency recognized by the Family and Social Services Administration.  A better way to define 
quality would be to actually measure growth in learning provided by programs. We are not 
there yet. In the meantime, helping programs progress along the PTQ continuum is one way 
communities can help provide higher quality care and learning experiences for children.  One 
of the mantras of collective impact work is “Don’t let the pursuit of perfection stand in the 
way of progress.” Chances are the data we have is enough to inspire us to move and precise 
enough to guide us in the right general direction until we have even better data to aid us. 

WHAT THE DATA SAYS ABOUT WABASH COUNTY
The following information paints a picture of where Wabash County stands when it comes to Early 
Childhood Education. Based on the data collected for this report, only 3.8 percent of Wabash 
County children ages 0-5 are enrolled in a recognized high quality program.  That is about 
half the rate for the region and the state.

An estimated 2,139 children ages birth to five reside in Wabash County. Of that total, an 
estimated 1,919 are not yet enrolled in kindergarten. A much higher percentage of them live 
below the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) compared to the Northeast Indiana region and to the 
rest of Indiana. (See table below). That is also true for the percentage who live below 185% of 
the FPL. Even at this income level, families find it difficult, if not impossible, to afford quality 

Children Ages 0-5 by County, Region and State

  Age 0 Age 1 Age 2 Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Ages 
0-5

Age 5 
Not in K

Age 0-5 
Not in K

Wabash 351 334 358 329 390 377 2,139 157 1,919

Region 9,520 9,634 9,606 9,694 9,700 10,037 58,191 4,182 52,336

Indiana 82,927 83,764 83,758 84,867 85,499 88,123 508,933 36,718 457,528

High quality programs in this report are 
defined as those that have achieved Level 3 
or 4 in Paths to QUALITY or are accredited 
by an agency recognized by the Family 
and Social Services Administration. 
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child care.  Families whose children stand to benefit the most from high quality early learning 
opportunities are typically the least able to afford it without outside assistance. Lack of 
access can also be an issue. Families may lack reliable transportation. They may not be able 
to find a provider open at hours that match their work schedule, or they may not be able to 
leave their job to pick-up or drop-off their child. What they need is affordable, accessible, 
quality care.

As the table below shows, there is a lot we do not know about where Wabash County children 
go for child care and about the quality of their early learning environments. We know less 
about this than we do about our region and our state.

About 67 percent of families with young children require child care because all adults in the 
home work. In Wabash County, we can account for where about 7.7 percent of those children 
spend their time away from their families. The rest may be in exempt child care or in the 
homes of neighbors or extended family.

The question is: are families of children who could benefit most from a high quality early 
learning experience able to afford and access high quality care? Does Wabash County have 
the capacity to serve them?

Number & Percentage of Children Enrolled in Known Care by 
Age Group

 

Total 
Enrolled

Infants 0-11 
Months

Toddlers  
12-35 

Months

Preschool 
Age 3-5 

Years

Wabash # Enrolled 164 15 45 104

Wabash % Enrolled 7.7% 4.3% 6.5% 11.9%

Region # Enrolled 11,167 955 2,838 7,232

Region % Enrolled 19.2% 9.9% 14.8% 30.7%

Indiana # Enrolled 145,019 8,245 28,124 72,074

Indiana % Enrolled 28% 10% 17% 35%

Known Care includes: licensed entities, registered ministries, those receiving vouchers. Some exempt facilities 
may be included if self-reported or known by the Child Care Resource and Referral agency (Bona Vista). Not all 
preschools, IDEA and Title I may be included.

Number of Children Ages 0-5 and Ratio to Federal Poverty Levels (FPL)
Total

Children
Ages 0-5

Below
100% FPL

100%-124%
FPL

125%-149%
FPL

150%-184%
FPL

185%-199%
FPL

200% and
above FPL

Below 185% 
FPL

Wabash# 2,379 733 132 194 240 43 1,037 1,299
Wabash% 100.0% 30.8% 5.5% 8.2% 10.1% 1.8% 43.6% 54.6%

Region# 58,239 14,413 4,367 3,935 5,957 2,342 27,225 28,672

Region% 24.7% 7.5% 6.8% 10.2% 4.0% 46.7% 49.2%

Indiana% 100.0% 25.9% 6.6% 6.3% 8.2% 3.4% 49.6% 47.0%
Indiana# 507,648 131,454 33,469 32,033 41,511 17,299 251,822 238,467

The total number of children ages 0-5 is slightly different in this chart than the Number of Children chart because they are drawn from two different sources. 
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At the time data was collected for this report in April 2015, Wabash County had the capacity 
to serve 12 children in Paths to QUALITY Level 4 programs. Level 4 is the highest level on 
Indiana’s quality rating and improvement system. Each of the four Levels 1-4 build upon and 
include the foundational elements of the previous levels as follows:

•	Level 1: Health and safety needs of children met.
•	Level 2: Environment supports children’s learning.
•	Level 3: Planned curriculum guides child development and school readiness.
•	Level 4: National accreditation (the highest current indicator of quality) is achieved.

In the table above, Level 0 refers to programs that are known but are not participating in the 
PTQ voluntary system. In this report, as in the Indiana Early Learning Advisory Committee 
2015 Report, Levels 3 and 4 are considered high quality--along with programs accredited by 
agencies recognized by the Indiana Office of Early Childhood and Out of School Learning. 
For more information on Paths to QUALITY™ visit http://wwwchildcareindiana.cog.

The table above shows existing capacity to serve children age 0-5 as well as school-age. 
Capacity is defined by programs as their desired capacity--how many children they would 
like to serve. CCC stands for Child Care Center. It is clear that Child Care Ministries serve a 
significant number of children in Wabash County among known programs. Of the 11 early 
learning programs we know about in Wabash County, 27.3 percent are considered high quality. 
Wabash County has capacity to serve only 3.8 percent of children ages 0-5 in a recognized 
high quality program. That is about half the rate served in the region and the state.

Programs and Total Capacity by Paths to QUALITY (PTQ ) Level
  PTQ 0 PTQ 1 PTQ 2 PTQ 3 PTQ 4
  Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty

Wabash 3 49 4 86 2 120 3 106 1 12

Region 204 6,120 98 1,640 38 1,468 56 2,615 47 2,702

Indiana 2,133 77,205 1,386 32,911 211 7,672 568 28,820 310 24,237
PTQ 0 includes licensed care homes and centers, unlicensed registered ministries, 

and Voluntary Certification Program ministries not participating in Paths to QUALITY.

Programs (Progs) and Total Capacity (Capty) by Care Type

 

(CCC)           
Head Start 
Program

(CCC)  
Ministry

Child Care  
Center (CCC)

Family  
Care Home

Preschool 
Program

School Age 
Program

  Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty Progs Capty

Wabash 2 51 3 197 1 55 7 70 0 0 0 0

Region 13 733 87 5,929 35 4,145 294 3,263 0 0 14 475

Indiana 126 8,381 681 48,937 479 55,636 2,992 35,950 46 2,745 285 19,196
Capacity is defined by programs as their desired capacity--how many children they would like to serve.
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PATHS TO QUALITY PROGRAMS IN WABASH COUNTY
The green flag shows one PTQ Level 4 program. The yellow flags show three Level 3 programs. 
Red heat map areas show high concentrations of children receiving CCDF vouchers.5 

Number and Percentage of Programs and 0-5 Enrollment by Quality Type

Total
Children
Ages 0-5
Not in K*

Known 
Programs 

(Ages 0-5)

Known
Enrollment
(Ages 0-5)

PTQ 1&2 
Programs 

(Ages 0-5)

PTQ 1&2 
Enrollment 
(Ages 0-5)

High 
Quality 

Programs 
(Ages 0-5)

High 
Quality 

Enrollment 
(Ages 0-5)

% of 
Known 

Programs 
that are 

HQ  
(ages 0-5)

% Age 0-5 
Enrolled in 

High
Quality

 Programs

Wabash 1,919 11 234 4 60 3 72 27.3% 3.8%

Region 52,336 393 11,213 114 1,858 102 3,790 26.0% 7.2%

Indiana 457,528 3,827 109,681 1,351 24,137 844 37,158 22.1% 8.1%

The “Age 0-5 Not in K” is the estimated number of children not yet eligible to attend kindergarden. It includes 5/12 of the total age 5 children based on an Age 5 by Aug. 1 
eligibility for kindergarten. Numbers in this column are for year 2013 based on the ELAC Report June 2015, Puzzanchera, C., Sladky, A. and Kan, W. (2014). “Easy Access to 
Juvenile Populations: 1990-2013.” Online Available: http://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezapop/asp/profile_display.asp

 Program Name Address PTQ
Level

Desired
Captcy

Special Care Day Service North 
Manchester 4 12

Manchester Early 
Learning Center

North
Manchester 3 43

Area Five Agency & 
Comm. Svsc. Head Start Wabash 3 33

Area Five Agency Head 
Start Laketon 3 18

Little Friends Day Care Wabash 2 108

Little Hands Big Hearts 
Daycare LLC Wabash 2 12

Kim Ritter Wabash 1 10

Kids First Registered 
Childcare Ministry Wabash 1 50

The Busy Beehive North 
Manchester 1 12

Kidz Korner Daycare Wabash 1 12

Wabash

Manchester
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STRATEGIES: A MENU OF IDEAS TO CONSIDER
The Big Goal Collaborative offers the following list of potential strategies for counties to 
consider. The recommended first step is to review and understand the data—the current 
state. Subject matter experts can provide additional insights to inform the use of data and 
identification of strategies that may work best in the local context. 

 •Collective impact: Implement the collective impact framework at the county level including the conditions 
for success: shared vision, evidence-based decision making, collaborative action, and sustainable funding/
backbone. Adopting a collective impact approach before choosing strategies is advised.See more about 
this strategic approach under “The ‘collective impact’ approach at the county level” later in this report.

•Prenatal care: Ensure all expectant mothers have the prenatal care and support they need to deliver a 
healthy baby. Consider implementing a Care Pathway model.

•Home visiting: Expand evidence-based home visiting services to all children and families who can benefit, 
starting with the most at-risk children. (Examples include Early Head Start, Healthy Families, Nurse Family 
Partnership, Parents as Teachers)6

•Let’s Talk program: Help eliminate the 30 million word gap by age 3 between children from language-rich 
and language-poor environments by implementing a comprehensive Let’s Talk program similar to those 
in Allen, DeKalb and Adams counties. Wells has a similar program.

•Early developmental screening: Provide early screening of children by health providers, educators and 
childcare programs for developmental and speech delays, autism, vision and hearing deficits; and refer 
those children needs to appropriate follow-up care. Models include Thrive in 5’s Screen to Succeed in 
Boston7 and Help Me Grow in Southeastern Michigan.8 

•Program participation and advancement (quality and capacity): Increase the number of high quality child 
care and early learning slots for children (Paths to QUALITY Levels 3 and 4, and accredited public and 
private preschools). Help all programs move up in level. 

•Family Engagement: Encourage and train early learning programs to use the ELAC Family Engagement 
Toolkit to acknowledge and improve the quality of their family engagement practices.9 Look for it under 
“Resouces” at www.elacindiana.org.

•Family and public awareness: Conduct an ongoing campaign to inform families about the importance 
of early learning so they seek out high quality options. Conduct stakeholder roundtables and provide 
speakers to keep stakeholders informed. Publish stories in local media that support investment in early 
learning.

•Funding streams: Blend and braid funding from a variety of sources. See “ELAC Funding Summary” under 
“Resources” at www.elacindiana.org.

•Kindergarten Countdown or Begindergarten: For children who are at risk of not being ready for 
kindergarten, conduct a four-week Kindergarten Countdown or a six-week Begindergarten as some 
counties have done.

•Workforce development: Work with local universities, colleges and vocational schools to increase the 
output of highly qualified early learning professionals and with ELAC and the Indiana Association for the 
Education of Young Children (IAEYC) to support the profession. See “ELAC Needs Assessment on ECE 
Workforce” report at www.elacindiana.org under “Resources.”

•Advocacy: Develop a public policy team and strategies to encourage intelligent investment in early learning 
at the local, state and national levels. Consider aligning with the work of the Indiana Association of United 
Ways, NAEYC and IAEYC. Work with local and regional chambers of commerce to adopt investment in 
early learning as a public policy priority. (Allen County, Indianapolis, Evansville, and others have done so.) 
At the local level, engage government, business, health, faith-based and other community leaders who 
have a stake in the well-being of the community. 

•Early Education Matching Grants: Support a local program in applying for the next round of EEMG grants 
on the FSSA website, http://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/4980.htm. Programs in Allen, DeKalb and Huntington 
have received grants in the past. 
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SOME OF THE BRIGHT SPOTS IN NORTHEAST INDIANA
Learning Link of DeKalb County is a collective impact initiative
This cradle-to-career educational initiative led by the Community Foundation DeKalb County is aimed 
at improving the quality of life in DeKalb County through continuous learning.  Its use of collective 
impact principles preceded the Big Goal.

DeKalb Central expands preschool
A $300,000 grant from the Rick L. and Vicki L. James Foundation helped DeKalb Central United 
School District establish a preschool program in 2014-15 serving 30 children. The school board voted 
in June 2015 to expand the program in 2015-16.

DeKalb, Huntington benefit from early learning grants
Two Northeast Indiana early childhood education programs have been awarded Early Education 
Matching Grants to serve additional four-year-olds whose families live below the federal poverty 
level. The grant will allow DeKalb County Central United School District to provide a high quality 
pre-kindergarten experience for 72 students. Pathfinder Kids Kampus in Huntington has its EEMG 
grant renewed allowing it to serve an additional 10 children. Programs were required to raise 50 
percent matching funds to receive the state funding through the Indiana Family and Social Services 
Administration.

Dekko Foundation supports parents and providers in five Big Goal counties
The Dekko Foundation supports early childhood providers in DeKalb, LaGrange, Noble, Steuben, and 
Whitley Counties through its bloom! program and parents as their child’s first teachers through its 
before5 program. The before5.org website offers tips for any parent in any county.

Allen County launches On My Way Pre-K pilot program
Allen County attracted more than $1.6 million in state funding and grants to support its On My Way 
Pre-K pilot program. In August 2015, 220 four-year-olds started the first full year of the Indiana 
state funded program. The pilot began in January with 50 students. The number of approved pre-k 
programs grew from 22 in January to 45 by August. All providers are at a level 3 or 4 on Paths to 
QUALITY.

Wabash County Begindergarten begins fourth year
Begindergarten is a six-week jump start program for children who will be entering kindergarten in the 
fall. The children in this program have typically had limited to no preschool experience, or have been 
identified as needing additional supports. The program is taught by certified teachers at each of the 
Wabash County school districts, and is offered free of cost. More at http://cfwabash.org/must-read/
begindergarten-a-wabash-county-success. 

Wells, Allen County continue Kindergarten Countdown programs
These four-week programs give children who have little or no preschool experience a boost right 
before entering kindergarten. Each county serves children in two school districts.

THE ‘COLLECTIVE IMPACT’ APPROACH AT THE COUNTY LEVEL
The Big Goal Collaborative encourages all 10 Northeast Indiana counties to adopt a “collective 
impact” approach to ensuring all children enter kindergarten prepared for success in school 
and life. It begins with people from all parts of the community coming together with a sense 
of urgency and resolve to make things better. It requires gathering and honestly confronting 
the facts about the way things are, then creating a shared vision or goal to pursue together. 
Collective impact includes two key ingredients for success that are often missing in other 
collaborative efforts. One is using data to inform decision-making and to track progress 
toward shared measureable goals. The other is having someone whose primary job is 
providing the guidance and support necessary to keep the people and process on course—
called a “backbone.”
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What is collective impact?

Collective impact is a process that enables communities to address complex social issues 
such as education, poverty and health. As the name implies, it takes the collective effort of 
important community stakeholders to make an impact on such problems. “Collective impact” 
is not just another name for “collaboration.” It requires communities to meet five specific 
conditions for achieving success. It provides missing ingredients that often cause efforts at 
collaboration to fail. 

Collective impact is typically defined as the long-term commitment by a group of important 
stakeholders from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem. 
In order for a collective impact effort to take root, certain preconditions for success need to 
exist. They include: 

•	a sense of urgency for change, 
•	a recognition that no single organization has the ability to solve the problem at the 

necessary scale for community impact, 
•	an influential champion or champions, and
•	adequate financial resources to initiate and sustain the effort.

Ideally, existing collaborative efforts are already underway that can be taken to the next level 
by providing the five conditions for collective impact success. Those five conditions are:

A common agenda:  Participants have a shared vision for change. They have a common 
understanding of the problem. They take a joint approach to solving 
it through agreed upon actions.

Shared measurement:  Participants use evidence-based decision making. They collect and 
share data.They share accountability for the results of their work. 
They use data as a source of learning and to continuously improve 
their outcomes.

Collaborative action:  Participants engage in mutually reinforcing activities. They have 
different roles and responsibilities but share accountability for the 
results. They work as a system.

Continuous communication:  Progress moves at the speed of trust. Consistent, honest and open 
communication is needed to build trust, keep efforts aligned and 
stakeholders apprised of issues and progress toward the shared goal.

Backbone support:  One of the missing pieces of many collaborative efforts is a person 
or an organization whose primary mission is shepherding the 
success of the initiative. The backbone coordinates the work and 
provides administrative and data support. Funders must be willing 
to invest sufficient resources in the facilitation, coordination, and 
measurement required for organizations to work together in this way.

SHARED WORK: PUBLIC, PRIVATE  
AND SOCIAL SECTORS
When organizations from different sectors realize they need each 
other to achieve their vision for the community, the opportunity 
for significant change becomes possible. Each organization still 
has its own work to do and mission to achieve, but they realize 
they have a compelling and overlapping area of interest. It is 
this intersection of shared interest that becomes the focus of 
collective impact work.  They co-create a common agenda, align 
their efforts, and use common measures of success.

PUBLIC

SOCIAL PRIVATE
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THE BIG GOAL COLLABORATIVE CAN HELP
The Big Goal Collaborative stands ready to help in several ways. We can help facilitate 
meetings, collect, understand and manage data, provide coaching on effective ways to 
collaborate and use continuous improvement to achieve the community’s goals. We can help 
counties implement the collective impact approach to solving systemic social problems. We 
can help communities work together as a true system to support the continuous learning 
process.  

For more information contact:
Ryan Twiss, NEIRP director of regional initiatives
John Peirce, consultant to the Big Goal Collaborative for early childhood collaborations
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