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Preface 

The following paper summarizes the work of the first phase of the KConnect, and outlines the path forward for 
implementation.  This initiative is a new community partnership aimed at driving major improvements in outcomes 
for children and families from cradle to college and career across Kent County. 

Laying the groundwork for this initiative, the Kent County Family and Children’s Coordinating Council engaged 
FSG, a nonprofit strategy and evaluation firm, to support the development of a community-based collective impact 
effort, with the generous support of the Doug and Maria DeVos Foundation, Grand Rapids Community 
Foundation, Heart of West Michigan United Way, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, and the Steelcase Foundation, 
dedicated staff time from Kent County for overall project management and the guidance of a cross-sector 
founding Steering Committee of 21 leaders representing various organizations and constituencies across Kent 
County.   

This initiative intends to complement our community’s many noteworthy initiatives. The aim is to add value by 
building strong public awareness of the urgent need to improve the education, employment and well-being for 
children and families by helping to better align current efforts and fill necessary gaps, and by creating a strong 
strategic framework for improved collective impact. 

This document contains two sections: the Common Agenda, including a shared understanding of the challenge, 
opportunity, approach, and common vision; and the Roadmap, which outlines how to make this plan a reality, 
including a recommended organizational structure, operating processes, communications plan, and an 
implementation timeline. 
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Executive Summary 

The need is great.  The time is now. 

For many years, large public systems, educational institutions, private foundations, and nonprofit organizations 
have worked diligently to improve the lives of children and families in Kent County.  These efforts have been 
successful in making impact, changing one life at a time.  However, the overall result of these efforts has not met 
our community’s needs to the extent that we would like.  When we look at collective indicators such as 
employment rates, poverty rates, standardized test scores of students, abuse/neglect rates, and the over-
representation of minority children in the child welfare system, we see that the overall situation for children and 
families has not improved significantly in recent years, and substantial disparities in well-being persist across Kent 
County based on socio-economic status, ethnic background, and the geographic area in which one lives in the 
county. 

In addition, the linkage between children and families’ well-being and the community’s economic prospects cannot 
be understated: how we nurture our children – at home, in school, and in the community – has a direct impact on 
our community’s economic prosperity.  Many workforce experts predict that the need for post-secondary educated 
workers will increase greatly in the near future.  An increasingly sophisticated economy demands that our children 
achieve higher levels of educational attainment to compete not just on a regional or national scale, but also on a 
global scale.  Ensuring that our children and their families are well-prepared for the 21st century economy is not 
only essential for each child’s individual success, but it is also essential to unlocking the region’s future economic 
potential. 

KConnect is in the early stages of development, and invites your active participation.  The initiative is a 
public-private collaboration committed to leveraging the power of collective impact to improve the work 
and life success for our community’s children and families.  Through this effort we seek to drive major 
improvements in the conditions of children and families throughout Kent County.  It builds on the belief that 
collective effort is necessary to make large scale change and, therefore, strives to create a community-wide 
framework that establishes common goals and a shared vision for change in order to enable coordinated action.  

The Opportunity: Our community can put opportunity in reach for all our children, and 
momentum is building 

Kent County prides itself on its unique and entrepreneurial culture, and it is these qualities among others that will 
drive the community to address – in a coordinated, innovative, and powerful way – the challenges that our 
children and families face.  Momentum can be seen across multiple sectors in Kent County, including 
philanthropic foundations, education, nonprofits, government, religious congregations, and business.  Indeed, the 
conditions are ripe for bold action, and this initiative intends to build on our community’s many strengths by 
helping to better align current efforts and fill necessary gaps, and by creating a strong strategic framework for 
improved collective impact. 
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The Approach: Collectively, we can achieve community-wide change 

Rather than searching for a silver bullet, the community must recognize the complexity of the challenge and 
respond in a collaborative and aligned manner.  We need a targeted and strategic approach that builds on a 
wealth of existing public and private investments and embraces the notion that every child in Kent County should 
have the opportunity to compete in the global economy. 

Collective impact, a powerful strategy used by a number of communities around the country, is the commitment of 
a group of cross-sector actors to a common agenda for solving a social problem through alignment and 
differentiation of efforts.1  Collective impact efforts across a range of issues often grow out of the recognition that 
representatives from many sectors (e.g., business, religious institutions, education, etc.) have deep, vested 
interests in resolving the issue.  Such solutions depend on addressing a complex range of challenges that can 
only be improved through a systematic and coordinated approach owned by the cross-sector representatives 
across the community themselves. Indeed, no single organization is responsible for any major social problem, nor 
can any single organization solve it.    

Communities around the country are using collaborative approaches to improve the conditions of children and 
their families.  Kent County’s collective impact approach will incorporate lessons learned from these initiatives, as 
well as incorporate the lessons learned from locally successful efforts.  Throughout this process we will seek 
significant input from a variety of the local community. 

The Vision 

 

The process of building the plan involves a broad array of representatives from the community and focuses on 
establishing a common vision, goals, and set of indicators where all actors working to improve the outcomes of 
children and families can focus their efforts (see the body of this document for detailed information on the goals 
and indicators).   

Conclusion 

This coalition provides us with the opportunity to truly innovate, moving beyond traditional partnerships 
and engaging all sectors of the community to test new models of collaboration.  It is time for a new 
approach and mindset, which requires our collaborative efforts.  The full potential of our community is not being 
realized. Much more can be done.  Much more must be done to secure a better future for our county. 

                                                      
1 For a full description of collective impact and examples from across the country, see the article Collective Impact in the Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, 2011.  http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/collective_impact  
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Common Agenda 

Introduction 

The need is great. The time is now. 

For many years, large public systems, educational institutions, private foundations, and nonprofit organizations 
have worked diligently to improve the lives of children and families in Kent County.  These efforts have been 
successful in making impact, changing one life at a time.  However, the overall result of these efforts has not met 
our community’s needs to the extent that we would like.  When we look at collective indicators such as 
employment rates, poverty rates, standardized test scores of students, abuse/neglect rates, and the over-
representation of minority children in the child welfare system, we see that the overall situation for children and 
families has not improved significantly in recent years, and substantial disparities in well-being persist across Kent 
County based on socio-economic status, ethnic background, and the geographic area in which one lives in the 
county. 

In addition, the linkage between children and families’ well-being and the community’s economic prospects cannot 
be understated: how we nurture our children – at home, in school, and in the community – has a direct impact on 
our community’s economic prosperity.  Many workforce experts predict that the need for post-secondary educated 
workers will increase greatly in the near future.  For example, estimates of the percentage of the workforce that 
needs at least an associate’s degree range from 42% to 63%.2  (As a point of comparison, from 2006 to 2010, 
38% of Kent County residents over the age of 25 had attained an associate’s degree or higher.)  An increasingly 
sophisticated economy demands that our children must achieve higher levels of educational attainment to 
compete not just on a regional or national scale, but also on a global scale.  Ensuring that our children and their 
families are well-prepared for the 21st century economy is not only essential for each child’s individual success, 
but it is also essential to unlocking the region’s future economic potential. 

While the ultimate vision is to create a community in which all have an opportunity to provide for themselves and 
their families and enjoy a happy and fulfilling life, this vision may seem distant and unapproachable to many 
community members.  But what if there were a process by which each community member could contribute, in his 
or her own meaningful way, to such a lofty goal?  In Kent County, that rallying point is our children and families.  
As the saying goes, “children are our future,” and it is time that we recommit to our future – collectively – by 
investing in our children. 

Collectively, we can achieve change at scale. 

Rather than searching for a silver bullet, the community must work toward a common vision and agenda that 
centers on data and a frank assessment of what our children and families need to be successful.  We need a 
targeted and strategic approach that builds on a wealth of existing public and private investments so that we can 
work collectively to alleviate the effects of poverty, support children and families in meaningful ways, create a 
culture of learning, and embrace the notion that every child in Kent County should have the opportunity to 
compete in the global economy. 

                                                      
2 Talent 2025, Center on Education and the Workforce at Georgetown University. 
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KConnect is in the early stages of being developed, and invites your active participation.  The initiative is 
a public-private collaboration committed to leveraging the power of collective impact to improve the work 
and life success for our community’s children and families.  Through this effort we seek to drive major 
improvements in the conditions of children and families throughout Kent County.  It builds on the belief that 
collective effort is necessary to make large scale change and, therefore, strives to create a community-wide 
framework that establishes common goals and a shared vision for change in order to enable coordinated action.  

The Challenge 

The experience of growing up in Kent County is very different depending on one’s race, geography and 
economic condition 

Surface-level statistics portray Kent County as solidly middle-class, and in some regards as better off than other 
regions in Michigan.  Median household income from 2006-2010 in Kent County was $49,532 roughly equal to the 
statewide median of $49,432.3  The overall percentage of residents living below the poverty level (14.3%) is 
slightly lower than the statewide percentage (14.8%).4  From 2006-2010, the unemployment rate in Kent County 
(9.3%) was slightly lower than the state of Michigan (11.5%).5   

However, once county-wide statistics are 
disaggregated and comparisons are made between 
geographic areas, race, and socioeconomic status, a 
starkly different portrait of Kent County emerges.  The data show that Kent County is highly segregated by 
geography in terms of race and income, highlighting inter-generational and systemic challenges to accessing 
high-quality education, securing promising employment, and accumulating wealth.  For example, from 2006 to 
2010, the unemployment rate ranged from 4.6% in Ada Township and Grand Rapids Charter Township to 12.8% 
in the City of Cedar Springs.  During the same time, the unemployment rate for Hispanics was nearly double that 
of whites and the rate for blacks was over twice that of whites (see Tables 1 and 2 below).  Moreover, 55% of 
Kent County’s poor live in Grand Rapids, while the cities of Grand Rapids, Wyoming, Kentwood, Walker City, and 
Plainfield Township combined account for approximately 75% of those in poverty.6  Kent County is also becoming 
more diverse, as evidenced by its growing Hispanic population.   From 2005 to 2009, the percentage of Hispanic 
children in Kent County under the age of 17 grew from 11.7% in 2005 to 14.2% in 2009 (in 2009, white children 
represented 69.8%, while black children represented 12.7%).7   

Table 1: Variation in Key Indicators by Geography (City or Township) 

Key Metric 
Overall 
County 

Lowest Performing 
City or Township 

Highest Performing 
City or Township 

Percent Unemployed 9.3% 12.8% 4.6% 

Poverty Rate (for Families Related Children Under 18) 17.0% 30.1% 1.0% 

Median Household Income $49,542 $35,977 $105,132 

Percent Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 29.9% 8.3% 77.3% 

Source: 2010 American Community Survey 5 year estimates 

                                                      
3 U.S. Census, 2010 
4 U.S. Census, 2010 
5 American Community Survey 
6CRI 
7 Annie E. Casey Kids Count Database 

“Our community needs this, and all those 
families who are hurting need this.” 
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Table 2: Variation in Key Indicators by Race and Ethnicity  

Key Metric 
Overall 
County 

Black or African-
American 

Hispanic or 
Latino 

White 

Percent Unemployed 9.3% 18.6% 13.7% 8.1% 

Median Household Income $49,542 $26,739 $31,873 $53,031 

Percent Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 29.9% 12.7% 11.0% 32.4% 

Source: 2010 American Community Survey 5 year estimates 

The consequences for such disparities not only affect individuals, but also affect the economic prosperity of the 
entire region.  Differences in socio-economic conditions strain government resources, as low-income residents 
utilize more social services while generating smaller tax revenues than wealthier residents.8  In turn, lower tax 
revenues limit community-based services for all residents, such as parks. In addition, a lack of skilled workers 
causes businesses to look outside the county for talent.  In an integrated regional economy, the impact of skill 
gaps affects all areas of the county, whether wealthy or poor.  Thus, the challenge does not exist in pockets, and 
it is not confined to “social issues.”  Rather, there 
exists a strong economic imperative for reducing 
gaps in Kent County and ensuring that all children 
and families in each of our communities have a 
chance to succeed. 

A helpful frame for constructing a more realistic 
portrait of children and families in Kent County is to 
talk about the conditions in which children live (e.g., 
poverty levels, family structure, etc.), and the 
academic performance and attainment achieved by 
children (e.g., test scores, post-secondary 
credentials, etc.).  In Kent County as in the rest of 
the country, conditions in which children live have 
an impact on their academic performance.  Moreover, academic success is directly correlated with economic 
security (see Figure 1).9  As we strive toward our vision, we must recognize that both life conditions and academic 
success are interdependent with one another, and each plays an important role. 

Disparities in living conditions begin at birth. 

Overall child poverty rates in Kent County are lower than state averages.  However, child poverty is rapidly 
increasing: from 2005 to 2010, the percentage of children under the age of 17 in poverty rose from 16% to 20%.10  
Even more alarming, more than 1 in 5 children under the age of 5 live in poverty, and single mother households 
are overrepresented with nearly two-thirds of the children in these households living in poverty despite only 
representing one-quarter of all children and the number of these families is growing.11   

                                                      
8 Identification of the Common Salient Characteristics of Successful Intergovernmental Cooperation and Consolidation of 
Governmental Services in Kent County, April 2012.  Upjohn Institute. 
9 2010 American Community Survey 
10 Annie E. Casey Kids Count Database 
11 Annie E. Casey Kids Count Database, American Community Survey 
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Indicators beyond poverty give us a more nuanced understanding of child and family well-being in Kent County.  
24% of all births in Kent receive less than adequate prenatal care, and minority newborns are more susceptible 
than white newborns to having an abnormal birth weight.12  Child abuse and neglect rates have spiked in recent 
years, with black children overrepresented in the child welfare system, comprising 1/3 of those in foster care even 
though blacks represent only 13% of the total population.13  Kent County’s minority children also score 
disproportionately low on Kindergarten readiness measures.  Early absenteeism, a leading indicator of academic 
proficiency, is concentrated by geography and race: 75% of those students who are chronically absent are eligible 
for Free and Reduced Lunch.14 Again, these socioeconomic and racial disparities are also geographically 
concentrated. 

From kindergarten readiness through employment, achievement gaps persist across geographic, 
socioeconomic, and racial lines. 

Overall, achievement gaps persist between minority students and white students, as well as economically 
disadvantaged students and non-economically disadvantaged students.  In addition, geographic variation exists 
among school districts, where districts with higher rates of poverty (e.g., Grand Rapids, Godfrey-Lee, Godwin 
Heights, Kelloggsville, Kentwood, and Wyoming districts) underperform the rest of the county.  These gaps can 
be seen at every point along the student pipeline, from 
kindergarten readiness through employment. 

Even at ages as early as 5, many children faces 
disadvantages relative to their peers.  Among all 
children entering kindergarten in Kent County, 27% 
have less than age-appropriate oral language and / or 
early-literacy skills.  Minority children fare even worse: 
33% of non-white children scored “moderately low” or 
“extremely low” on oral language skills, compared to 
4% of white students.15 

3rd grade reading scores indicate that these achievement gaps persist into elementary school. Despite exceeding 
state averages, Kent County has larger achievement gaps than the state for minorities and the economically 
disadvantaged, and the achievement gap for black 
students is widening (see Figure 2).16  For example, at 
the state level, the 3rd grade reading proficiency for 
black students was 31 percentage points lower than 
white students; in Kent County that difference was 
even higher at 40 percentage points.  The pattern of a 
larger-than-statewide achievement gap in Kent County 
is generally the case across all of the key academic 
indicators that follow. 

We can also use 3rd grade reading scores to illustrate 

                                                      
12 MI Profile for Healthy Youth, CDC Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
13 Kent DHS Budget Performance and Outcomes Report, August 2012 
14 CRI, Chronic Early Absenteeism: Prevalence and MEAP Performance in Kent ISD 
15 Ibid 
16 Michigan Department of Education 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 
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that academic outcomes vary widely across districts, particularly in districts with high concentrations of minority 
and economically disadvantaged students.  As seen in Figure 3, Grand Rapids, Wyoming, and Kentwood 3rd 
graders’ reading scores are below the county-wide average.17  

As we move along the student pipeline, high school 
students in Kent County graduate at roughly the same 
rate as their statewide peers.18  In fact, dropout rates 
are trending downward – a positive sign.  However, as 
we look deeper into the data, we can see a more 
nuanced picture: while 75% of Kent students graduate 
from high school, only 22% of those graduates are 
college-ready, and minorities are even less college-
ready.19  Once again, the gaps between races and 
socioeconomic statuses are higher in Kent County 

than statewide averages (see Figure 4). 

Lastly, as Kent County students enter the workforce, 
they face an environment inherent with racial and 
geographic disparities.  Across all ages, minorities earn 
significantly less than whites, as shown by average 
monthly income (see Figure 5) and socio-economic 
status.   

What does this mean for our community? From birth 
to career, children and families in Kent County face an 
uphill battle.  Not only do children as a whole face 
challenges, but children in poverty, racial minorities, 
and those from certain geographic areas are disadvantaged from an early age, and face gaps that persist into 
their careers.   

The story of Kent County is not of homogeneity, but heterogeneity.   Children’s readiness for work and life are 
vastly different, and their achievement as adults follows this pattern.  Individuals who are not ready to succeed 
clearly suffer the consequences, but there also exists a larger economic implication for Kent County.   

The new economic landscape compels us to meet higher education and professional standards  

While large disparities impact the regional economy, Kent County must also increasingly measure itself by a 
higher standard – one defined by a re-energized domestic imperative to create jobs, and by increased global 
competition.  While some statistics would lead us to believe that Kent County currently measures up to other 
communities, the Great Recession has compelled communities in Michigan and around the country, from 
Washington D.C. to Seattle, to double down on education and job creation.  The linkage between education and 
income is compelling: it is estimated that a 1% increase in aggregate adult four-year college attainment is 

                                                      
17 Michigan Department of Education 
18 MDE / CEPI, Kids Count Database 
19 As determined by ACT benchmarks; Michigan Department of Education 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 



 
 

Appendices     |        11 

associated with a $763 increase in annual per capita income.20  In addition, stronger competition from emerging 
countries should be a wake-up call for Kent County (and the nation) that a higher standard of economic 
performance now exists.  In order to be competitive in the new economy, individuals must, at a minimum, be well 
prepared to enter the workforce, either through a 2- or 4-year college degree, a professional certificate, or a 
career-ready high school program.  Moreover, we must acknowledge that increased competition exists for all 
types of jobs, including the service, manufacturing, and professional sectors.  Without a system-wide focus – from 
families to educators to businesses – on preparing our children to thrive in the 21st century workplace, children 
risk not being fit to compete in an increasingly competitive domestic and global market, and as a result local 
businesses may face declines in productivity and innovation, or even relocate to other regions. 

Therefore, the imperative is two-fold: we have a social imperative AND an economic imperative to prepare 
children and families for success.  By focusing our collective efforts on children and families and ensuring that all, 
not some, children in Kent County are ready for work and life, the regional economy will become more vibrant and 
supported by a talent base equal to 21st century workforce demands, government will spend less on social 
services in the long-term, and we have the potential to break a multigenerational cycle of poverty for children and 
families.  In order for Kent County’s economy to achieve this potential, we can no longer say “not my child” or “not 
in my community.”   

The Opportunity 

Our community can put opportunity in reach of all our children, and momentum is building. 

Kent County prides itself on its unique and entrepreneurial culture, and it is these qualities among others that will 
drive the community to address – in a coordinated, innovative, and powerful way – the challenges that our 
children and families face.  The region’s employers are respected and successful, philanthropic leadership is 
among the strongest in the nation, and faith-based and secular efforts drive residents’ community service, 
nonprofits are beginning to work together, the education system acknowledges the need to collaborate with other 
sectors, business leaders are taking active roles in improving the region’s talent base, and government finding 
creative ways to help coordinate the efforts of others.  Despite the current realities of children and families’ well-
being in the county, inspiring reasons for hope exist, and the conditions are ripe for bold action.  This initiative 
intends to build on our community’s many strengths by helping to better align current efforts and fill necessary 
gaps, and by creating a strong strategic framework for improved collective impact.  By focusing our collective 
efforts on children and families and ensuring that all, not some, children in Kent County are ready for work and 
ready for life, the regional economy will become more vibrant and supported by a talent base equal to 21st 
century workforce demands, government will spend less on social services in the long-term, and we have the 
potential to break a multigenerational cycle of poverty for children and families. 

Collaborations  
Not only are there a number of stand-alone organizations diligently working to serve children in Kent County, 
there are also emerging collaborations that suggest support for a new paradigm to tackle children’s needs.  
Collaborations such as the First Steps/Great Start Collaborative, Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative, 
Believe 2 Become, Kent School Services Network, the Essential Needs Task Force, and many, many others are 

                                                      
20 CEOs for Cities 
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boldly forging a collaborative problem solving approach.  Collaborations exist from kindergarten readiness through 
career readiness, and form a substantial experience base upon which cross-sector collaboration can build.   

Philanthropic Foundations 
Philanthropic foundations are also stepping up to the plate.  
Kent County benefits from a strong philanthropic community 
that employs problem-solving grant making strategies.  Almost 
all foundations in the area make grants to support children and 
families, and there has been a recent influx of grant dollars 
toward early childhood. 

Non-Profits 
Kent County also benefits from many capable nonprofit 
service providers.  Overall, service providers are concentrated 
in the areas of physical health, academics, and 
social/emotional well-being.  In particular, early childhood and 
elementary school supports have garnered the attention of the 
nonprofit community. 

Education System 
Some school districts and institutions of higher education are also moving toward a collaborative posture.  
Notably, GRPS’s recent 5-year strategic plan explicitly notes that “as a district, we must do a better job of 
positively engaging and aligning internal (students, parents, staff and the school board) and external (taxpayers, 
community organizations, businesses, nonprofits, government agencies, elected officials) representatives of the 
community around common goals and strategies to significantly improve academic achievement and high school 
graduation rates.”21 

Government 
Government serves key roles as a funder and visible proponent of children and families.  The Kent County Family 
and Children’s Coordinating Council (KCFCCC) was formed by the Kent County Board of Commissioners in 1991 
to coordinate and improve services for children, youth, and families in Kent County. The Council is made up of the 
directors of the County and State departments that provide services to families in Kent County and 
representatives from education, business, private agencies, private funding organizations, consumers, and 
advocates. In addition, governments in Kent County recognize the importance of service coordination in order to 
improve efficiency and effectiveness.22 

Government also plays the role of listener.  For example, Grand Rapids’ Mayor George Heartwell initiated the 
Community Conversations about Children in an attempt to learn directly from children and families themselves 
about what they need to be successful.  Similarly, the KCFCCC initiatives each included consumer focus groups 
to hear directly from consumers about necessary system improvements.  

Religious Congregations 
One powerful asset that Kent County possesses in abundance is religious congregations.  Kent County’s 
congregations are larger, better funded, and more likely to have supported a social service program than peers 

                                                      
21 Grand Rapids Public Schools: http://www.kentisd.org/downloads/administrative_files/2011_kisd_district_directory.pdf  
22 Identification of the Common Salient Characteristics of Successful Intergovernmental Cooperation and Consolidation of 
Governmental Services in Kent County, April 2012.  Upjohn Institute. 

Figure 4: Sectors that Influence Kent County 
Children and Families 

http://www.kentisd.org/downloads/administrative_files/2011_kisd_district_directory.pdf
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across the country.  It is estimated that other institutions would have to generate between $95M to $118M to 
replace the services and programs that Kent County congregations provide annually in their community-serving 
ministries.23  To their credit, congregations have self-identified a need to be more involved particularly with other 
sectors, specifically public schools. 

Businesses 
Lastly, businesses and business leaders are recognizing the dire need to improve the quality and quantity of the 
region’s talent.  Talent 2025, a new collaboration of 70 business leaders across West Michigan aims to improve 
the talent pipeline by illuminating performance gaps, evaluating solutions, and advocating for leading practices. 

Given all of this momentum and resources, why have outcomes for children and families not improved?  What is 
missing?  While the answer to such a question defies a simplistic response, we can hypothesize that a) individual 
sectors do not have the capacity to solve the problem alone, and b) true collaboration in Kent County within and 
between sectors has, to date, proved elusive.  Indeed, no single organization is responsible for any major social 
problem, nor can any single organization cure it.   

Collective impact offers an approach for transformative change in the Kent County community. 

Collective impact, a powerful strategy used by a number of communities around the country, is the commitment of 
a group of cross-sector actors to a common agenda for solving a social problem through alignment and 
differentiation of efforts.24  Collective impact efforts across a range of issues often grow out of the recognition that 
community representatives from many sectors (e.g., business, religious institutions, education, etc.) have deep, 
vested interests in resolving the problem.  Such solutions depend on addressing a complex range of challenges 
that can only be improved through a systematic and coordinated approach owned by the cross-sector 
representatives of the community themselves. Indeed, no single organization is responsible for any major social 
problem, nor can any single organization solve it.    

The five necessary conditions of collective impact, each of which will be central to the success of KConnect, are: 

• Common Agenda:  All participants have a shared vision for change including a common understanding 
of the problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed upon actions 

• Shared Measurement: Collecting data and measuring results consistently across all participants 
ensures efforts remain aligned and participants hold each other accountable 

• Mutually Reinforcing Activities: Participant activities must be differentiated while still being 
coordinated through a mutually reinforcing plan of action 

• Continuous Communication: Consistent and open communication is needed across the many players 
to build trust, assure mutual objectives, and appreciate common motivation 

• Backbone Support: Creating and managing collective impact requires a separate organization with staff 
and a specific set of skills to serve as the backbone and coordinate participating organizations and 
agencies 

Communities around the country are using collaborative approaches to improve the conditions of children and 
their families.  Kent County’s collective impact approach will incorporate lessons learned from these initiatives, as 

                                                      
23 Gatherings of Hope: How Religious Congregations Contribute to the Quality of Life in Kent County. November 2008. 
24 For a full description of collective impact and examples from across the country, see the article Collective Impact in the Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, 2011.  http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/collective_impact  
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well as incorporate the lessons learned from successful local efforts.  Throughout this process we will seek 
significant input from a variety of local community representatives. 

The Approach 

In the context of our community’s great need and amidst a wave of promising momentum, our call to action is 
clear: we must dramatically improve our children and families’ work and life success.  Our approach to achieving 
this transformational change is rooted in a set of activities, guiding principles, values about how systemic change 
happens, and how we will work together.   

   

 

Figure 7 

Figure 8 
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The Vision and Goal 

The Vision defines a path to change, while the Goal focuses the community’s efforts. 

The process of building the plan involves a broad array of community representatives and focuses on establishing 
a common vision, goals, and indicators toward which the county can collectively strive.  The vision and goals 

Values of This Initiative
• Systemic and Long-Term – We cannot continue on our current path.  A long-term effort is needed to achieve 

dramatic and sustained improvement of education results for our students. To achieve this goal, a high level 
of commitment is necessary from all stakeholders.

• County-Wide – Change must happen for the entire county.  We must recognize that need is dispersed 
across the county, but often in concentrated geographic areas. Therefore we commit to improving outcomes 
for the entire region, recognizing that outreach, program design and/or services need to be tailored to the 
unique needs of specific communities.

• Engaged and Informed by the Community – When significant and diverse numbers of stakeholders are 
involved from the beginning of a planning process and when they remain engaged throughout, the success 
rate for adopting comprehensive plans, creating institutional pressure, implementing strategies and achieving 
impact will improve.  In order to successfully engage a large, diverse array of stakeholders over time, we 
must engage in continuous communication, taking care to be extremely transparent about what we’re doing, 
why, and when.

• Honest in the Face of Difficult Issues – When it comes to our children and families, we cannot run from the 
facts.  We will be honest with ourselves and each other about our shortcomings and our successes, and be 
willing to engage each other in dialogue that, although sometimes difficult, will shed light on the condition of 
our children and families and what must be done for their benefit.  For example, race and class issues 
permeate the educational disparities in our region.  These issues must be acknowledged and addressed in 
order to drive change.

• Connective – We strive to build connections in and among families, schools, nonprofits, businesses, 
congregations, government, and philanthropy to help our children be ready for work and life.  Taking a 
systemic approach enables seamless transitions and better outcomes for children and their families.

• Accountable and Learning-Oriented – All aspects of the continuum from cradle to college and career that 
represents the arc of a child’s life would benefit from stronger feedback loops and greater “consumer” 
awareness. Specifically, it is imperative to establish common, transparent, and actionable metrics to gauge 
progress and enhance decision making. Further, the willingness and flexibility to change quickly based on 
these metrics will be important attributes to creating our desired impact.

• Focused on the Reduction of Inter-Generational Poverty – Poverty persists from one generation to 
another, and any effort to assist our children must explicitly acknowledge the goal of giving the next 
generation a better chance to succeed by mitigating the effects of poverty that negatively impact student 
learning at both home and school.

• Built from Existing Strengths – Kent County is not starting from zero; indeed, we possess many assets that 
other communities would be lucky to have.  While not being afraid to create new systems, we will take stock 
of what currently exists and build upward.

• Context Specific – A fundamental belief of this work is that a singular approach, applied broadly, will affect 
sub-communities differently.  Therefore, we must tailor approaches to the population served, or else 
unintended negative consequences may befall vulnerable populations.

Figure 9 
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below were created based on the founding Steering Committee’s input, feedback from the Community Forum in 
October 2012, focus groups with parents, a statistical analysis of the current state of the community, and 
benchmarking with other similar efforts from around the country. 

 

   

Achievement of these goals would represent a substantial improvement over today’s baseline at both the county 
level as well as by race and ethnicity, where education attainment and employment levels are substantially lower 
than those for white students.  As this initiative progresses, we will not only track statistics on a county-wide basis, 
but we will also track statistics by race, socioeconomic status, and geography. 
 
Table 3: Baseline Data for 2025 Goals 

Indicator 2025 Goal 

2010 Baseline 

Overall 
County 

Black or 
African-

American 

Hispanic or 
Latino 

White 

% of 25-34 year olds with associate or higher 60% 41% 16% 14% 45% 

Unemployment rate for 20-24 year olds No higher than overall 
rate (12% in 2010) 11% 39% 11% 7% 

Source: 2010 American Community Survey (using PUMS)25 

 
                                                      
25 It should be noted that the margin of error for reporting unemployment data using ACS by ethnicity is quite high which may limit its 
utility in year to year reporting.  Further investigation will be necessary prior to completion of the Common Indicators. 

Figure 10 
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The county-wide goal for each indicator will also be the goal for key subgroups. The charts below illustrate the 
application of the overall goal to each racial subgroup. 
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Preliminary key indicators are described below in Table 4 below and are expected to be finalized once the 
strategy workgroups are formed. 

 
 

Category Indicator 

Home and  
Family Stability 

% of families below 200% of the poverty rate 

Mobility rate of K-12 students during a school year  

Teen birth rate (births per 1000 women ages 15-19)* 

% of K-12 students that exhibit chronic absenteeism 

% of students motivated and engaged to succeed in school 
Home & Family Stability Composite Indicator: 

• Homelessness Rate 
• Behavioral Health Indicator  
• Childhood Safety Indicator 
• Substance Misuse Indicator 
• Parent Employment Rate 
• % of Two-Parent Families 

Early 
Childhood 

Infant mortality (per 1000 births)* 

% of students ready for kindergarten 

Childhood immunization rate*  

Maternal Child Health Index 

% of 4 year-old children enrolled in a publicly-funded quality pre-school program 

K-12 Academic 
Success 

3rd and 8th grade reading MEAP* 

3rd and 8th grade math MEAP 

% of HS graduates earning college credit 

% of students meeting ACT college readiness benchmarks* 

On-time and extended HS graduation rate 

% of HS graduates entering the workforce that have taken WorkKeys 

Summer learning loss indicator 

Out of school time indicator 

Post-Secondary 
Enrollment and 

Completion 

Post-secondary enrollment rate within 1-year of HS graduation 

% of community college students who require developmental courses* 

First to second year retention rate* 

Community college graduation / transfer rate* 

University six-year graduation rate (public & private)*  

% of 25-34 year olds with associate degree or higher* 

Career Success 
Unemployment rate for 20-24 year olds 

Poverty rate for 20-24 year olds 

* Metric is included in State of Michigan Dashboard 

Strategies will be aligned to goals at all levels and refined by workgroups 

This initiative will seek out opportunities to highlight, support, and develop projects that have the potential to 
create far-reaching, systems-level change and improve outcomes for the children and families of Kent County. 

Table 4: 2025 Key Indicators (See Appendix A for more detail) 
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The initiative will serve to identify and cultivate such opportunities for improvement through each stage of a child’s 
life. To promote systems-level change, initiative partners will scale evidence-based practices, support 
innovative approaches and new models, strengthen transitions between systems, and promote policies 
that create the conditions for change. These strategies are drawn from interviews and relevant lessons learned 
from successful cradle to college and career collaboratives. They are intended only as a starting point for 
workgroup discussion, and are not prescriptive. Workgroups are encouraged to use any or none of these 
strategies, after researching and analyzing data on the Kent County context. Workgroups will refine these 
strategies by conducting research and identifying those most appropriate to achieve their goals. More detail 
around the workgroups and these processes can be found in the Roadmap [to come].  

Common indicators will create coherence and accountability. 

Collecting data and sharing results consistently across all participants is critical to ensure that efforts remain 
aligned, that participants hold themselves and one another accountable, and that desired outcomes are achieved. 
The effort will track outputs, outcomes, and ultimate impact, as well as the process of the collaborative activity 
along the way. Preliminary indicators were identified by a cross-sector workgroup representing organizations 
across Kent County (see Table 5 below).  

Table 5 – Indicator Sub-Committee Workgroup Membership 

Name Organization 

Tony Campbell Heart of West Michigan United Way 

Chelsey Chmelar Kent County 

Teri Clark Network 180 

Shannon M. Cohen Kent County Prevention Coalition 

Donna Ewiglebe Kent County College Access Network 

Brian Hartlen Kent County 

Lynn Heemstra City of Grand Rapids 

Dr. Edwin Hernandez RDV Corporation 

Cris Kutzli Grand Rapids Community Foundation 

Rich Liberatore Heart of West Michigan United Way 

Jacob Maas Michigan Works 

Lindsay McHolme Literacy Center of West Michigan 

David Miller Heart of West Michigan United Way 

Jeremy Pyne Grand Valley State University 

Deanna Rolffs Kent County ISD 

Kevin Stotts Talent 2025 

 

These indicators were vetted with the initiative’s founding Steering Committee and further refined through 
individual conversations with partners. Workgroups will refine indicators based on criteria listed in Appendix D as 
well as attempt to align the selected indicators to existing frameworks. While a number of these indicators are 
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currently being collected and / or reported, there are also important new indicators that will need to be tracked as 
a result of this work.  

Common indicators will also drive continuous learning and reflection. 

The routine collection, analysis, and use of data by initiative partners will be central to monitoring and accelerating 
progress towards achieving our ultimate goals.  This initiative will create opportunities to reflect on our work, 
assess what is being learned, and apply it to our shared efforts and within our respective organizations.  We will 
use this learning to make adjustments to this plan, and will communicate with the local community and partners 
the successes to date and improvements to be made.  It will also allow us to validate this framework and serve as 
a model for other communities looking to address similar issues for children and families. 

Support for this initiative is broad and growing 

This initiative is being spearheaded by a group of organizations, agencies, and individuals that share the vision 
and goals outlined above for our children and families.  There has also been a significant amount of effort devoted 
to community engagement, including a collective impact community forum in October 2012, focus groups with 
parents, and interviews with key community leaders.  While initial reactions to this initiative have been positive, 
engaging various sectors in the community will not cease with affirmation of what has been proposed.  This effort 
is committed not only to proactively seek community members’ feedback, but also to ask for the community’s 
involvement in shaping strategies through workgroups.  It is critical that the community as a whole owns the effort, 
and we will make every attempt to ensure that this happens.  For more information on community engagement, 
including potential targets and messages, please see the Community Engagement and Communications sections 
of the Roadmap. 
 
Progressing from the initial outreach around building and launching this initiative, Kent County is now poised to 
take action in pursuit of our common goal. The Roadmap in this document provides an initial plan for this action.  
The potential for improvement in work and life outcomes is significant, and Kent County’s children and families 
depend on our ability to deliver.  To reach our ambitious goal, we will need the collective efforts of the entire 
community working across Kent County with the potential to impact children and families. We each bring unique 
strengths, experiences, abilities, and beliefs to this work, yet we share a collective ambition.  This initiative is an 
opportunity to translate this ambition into action. 
   
The need is great. The time is now. 
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Roadmap 

The following sections outline the key steps to make this Common Agenda actionable, to drive practice, and to 
achieve the transformational change we seek.  

Success will require collective action from agencies and organizations to drive systemic change.  Future 
implementation will not be easy, nor will it happen overnight.  However, the potential for addressing the needs of 
children and families in Kent County is great and our success will depend on the joint efforts across the 
community to ensure that the Common Agenda is adopted, goals are met, strategies are implemented, and the 
necessary supporting infrastructure is built.  There are four main structural components to the initiative going 
forward: Strategy Workgroups, the Accountability Partners Council, KConnect, and the KConnect Trustees.  The 
key responsibilities of each role are described below.  
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Strategy Workgroups 

W o r k g r o u p  D e s i g n  P r i n c i p l e s  

Workgroups will serve a critical role in driving this initiative’s implementation. The cross-sector workgroups will 
guide day-to-day implementation of the initiative, including strategy-setting and refinement.  Key responsibilities 
and general best practices of strategy workgroups include:  

 

 

 Usually led by two co-chairs, each from a different organization, with rotational leadership  

 Members should have authority to represent organizations and make decisions  

 Meet at least monthly, perhaps more often at first 

 Coordinate activity with other workgroups via the backbone leadership and other workgroup 

chairs  

 Communicate regularly within workgroup based on agreed upon schedule and methods 

 Report processes, findings, and concerns to overall initiative Steering Committee 

Workgroup Best Practices  

 

 Identify effective strategies to support achievement of goals: 

• Collect research on effective evidence-informed strategies 

• Use data to inform identification of strategies 

• Suggest refinement of impact measures based on strategy development (as needed) 

• Identify funding sources and local  agencies to support strategies  

 Community engagement: 
• Engage communities and varied stakeholder groups for input within workgroups and through 

relevant stakeholder dialogues 

• Coordinate with other workgroups to ensure effective engagement and communication with 

varied stakeholders and communities 

 Implementation: 

• Coordinate activities among workgroup member agencies and others in the community to 

implement strategies 

Workgroup Key Responsibilities  
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In addition to these guidelines, the Accountability Partners Council has provided additional guidance for 
workgroup composition and missions. 

 
S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p  S t r u c t u r e  i n  K e n t  C o u n t y  

Appropriate workgroup structures vary from community to community, and initiative leaders need to consider 
numerous factors.  Our recommendation takes full account of these factors, but it is highly likely (and even 
recommended) that the overall workgroup structure and the strategies of workgroups evolve over time. 
 
Based on numerous analyses and discussions with the founding Steering Committee, FSG recommends nine 
strategy workgroups (three “domain-based” groups, two “support strategy” groups, four “cross-cutting” 
workgroups) and one adjunct committee. 
 

 

 Workgroups should be inclusive of the entire county (e.g., both affluent and disadvantaged 

areas) 

 While workgroup membership should be decision-makers at their organizations, membership 

should also incorporate new voices to infuse new ideas and energy 

 Workgroups should address the key transition points in a child or parent’s life 

 Workgroups should focus on children AND families 

Additional Workgroup Principles 
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When viewed graphically, one can see how the strategy workgroups should address each the initiative’s goals:   
 

 

 

Organizational Structure 

O v e r s i g h t  

The initiative will be guided by a newly appointed Accountability Partners Council comprised of a broad range of 
representatives from the community, some of whom may have been involved with the planning processes to date 
(including the founding Steering Committee), and a KConnect Trustees.  While the KConnect Trustees will be 
responsible for financial and managerial oversight, the new Accountability Partners Council will provide 
accountability for the overall collective impact effort.  In particular, the Accountability Partners Council will have 
several key responsibilities, including: 

• Providing long term strategic direction 
• Providing stewardship and community accountability throughout the life of the initiative 
• Determining resource needs to ensure sustainability, monitoring progress against Common Agenda goals 

and indicators to ensure continued advancement and to uncover any obstacles 
• Reviewing data and using it to inform changes in community engagement, workgroup composition, or 

strategies 
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• Providing guidance to workgroups’ efforts 
• Championing the effort broadly in Kent County 

In the near term, the Accountability Partners Council’s primary focus should be identifying KConnect leadership 
and staff, as well as any logistics to ensure KConnect’s functioning (e.g., office infrastructure, etc.).  The 
Accountability Partners Council will also be charged with supporting fundraising efforts for the backbone in the 
short-term. 

As the new Accountability Partners Council members are selected, consider the following best practices regarding 
composition and processes: 

• Have two co-chairs, each from a different agency/organization 
• Meet at least quarterly and perhaps monthly at first 
• Have diverse, cross-sectoral membership 
• Coordinate activity with workgroups and other related efforts via the backbone leadership and workgroup 

co-chairs 
• Communicate regularly within the Accountability Partners Council based on agreed upon schedule and 

methods 
• Report processes, findings, and concerns to community 

K C o n n e c t  

The backbone, or coordinating structure, functions as an integral factor in the success of any collective impact 
effort, and determining the nature of this structure for KConnect, is an important decision.  KConnect will play a 
critical role in coordinating and managing activities among the community, and should serve as a respected, 
neutral voice. 

In considering the best solution for establishing a backbone in Kent County, we recognize the good work that is 
being done for children and families.  As a community we are passionate about honoring that work while also 
being thoughtful about how to make this work more effective in the future.  The idea of community ownership 
means structuring the backbone in a way that allows the community to be the owner of the effort. 

Based on an analysis of the local context and deep consideration of what has worked in other communities, FSG 
recommends that structuring the backbone as a new organization, rather than under the umbrella of an existing 
organization, will offer the best chances of success.  In this arrangement, the backbone will be purpose-built to 
meet the unique needs of the initiative and the community.  It will report to a newly appointed Accountability 
Partners Council and KConnect Trustees designed to function in the governance role.  The new Accountability 
Partners Council will provide accountability for the overall collective impact effort, while the KConnect Trustees 
will be charged with financial and managerial oversight related to the typical role that a Board of Directors plays 
for a 501(c)(3). 

A dedicated staff with a unique set of strategic and functional skills ensures that the backbone structure can fulfill 
its key functions:  guide vision and strategy, support aligned activities, establish shared measurement practices, 
build public will, advance policy, and mobilize funding.  These functions are defined in detail in the table that 
follows. 
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Functions of KConnect 

 

  

Function Definition 

Guide Vision and Strategy 
• Build a common understanding of the problem 
• Provide strategic guidance to develop a common agenda 
• Push critical thinking to address complex issues in innovative ways 

Support Aligned 
Activities 

• Ensure mutually reinforcing activities take place: 
− Coordinate and facilitate communication and collaboration 
− Convene partners and the community 
− Catalyze or incubate new initiatives or collaborations 
− Provide technical assistance 
− Seek opportunities for alignment with other efforts 

Establish Shared 
Measurement Practices 

• Collect, analyze, interpret, and report data 
• Catalyze or develop shared measurement systems 
• Provide technical assistance for building partners’ data capacity 

Build Public Will 

• Build public will, consensus and commitment: 
− Create a sense of urgency and articulate a call to action 
− Support community member engagement activities 
− Produce and manage external communications 

Advance Policy • Advocate for an aligned policy agenda 

Mobilize Funding • Mobilize and align public and private funding to support goals 
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S t a f f i n g  

Dedicated staff will be critical to ensuring that KConnect can fulfill its key functions.  We recommend an initial 
structure including a Project Director to drive high-level strategy, a Facilitator to manage the process logistics, and 
a Data Manager.  The primary responsibilities and tasks associated with each position are listed in the table 
below.  Some of these functions (noted with an asterisk) could also be filled through consultant support in the 
short-term, but would ultimately require full-time staff capacity. 

Primary KConnect Roles and Tasks 

Role Tasks 

Project 
Director 

• Monitor and enable easy dissemination of common agenda and roadmap * 
• Foster accountability for the initiative and members* 
• Facilitate communication among partners, understand current implementation challenges at a 

local level, and develop comprehensive solutions* 
• In concert with relevant workgroups, develop annual legislative agenda, policy and funding 

recommendations 
− Develop advocacy priorities and coordinate supporting activities of partners 

• Identify potential funding sources to support goals and priorities* 
− Write grants, as needed* 
− Work with implementing agencies to support their grant applications* 

• Coordinate with other local and regional agencies focused on children and families to maintain 
a full understanding of the current landscape of activities in Kent County, and to integrate their 
findings into Accountability Partners Council and workgroup processes* 

Facilitator 

• Conduct outreach 
− Issue press releases 
− Act as information clearinghouse; answer questions from public 
− Support workgroup communications, i.e. coordinate with media 
− Host regular community-wide meetings to inform community members about the 

initiative and provide opportunities for involvement, as well as learn about concerns and 
challenges 

• Respond to requests from government entities with guidance of the Steering Committee 
• Support engagement and communication with workgroup members 
• Plan regular meetings on pre-determined schedule for full coalition and others 
• Provide logistical support to Steering Committee co-chairs 

− Assist development of agendas 
− Support the co-chairs to facilitate meetings as needed, including providing any 

necessary background or preparation 
− Follow-up and manage next steps that come out of meetings including working with 

staff at other agencies to ensure next steps remain on-track 
• Provide logistical support to workgroup co-chairs 

− Assist with development of agendas 
• Act as liaison between workgroups and data manager to help provide necessary data to inform 

workgroup strategy selection* 

Data 
Manager 

• Manage process of refining common indicators and communicate definitions of measures as 
needed 

• Monitor and analyze outcome indicators and performance measures to evaluate progress and 
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H o w  t h e  F i n a l  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n  C o m p a r e s  t o  t h e  
D e c e m b e r  6 t h  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

FSG’s final recommendation incorporates one key piece of the feedback provided by the founding Steering 
Committee the addition of the 4th Grade to High School working group.  However, the recommendation retains 
most of the elements proposed on December 6th.  After careful consideration, we believe that the proposed 
workgroup structure will most effectively address the initiative’s goals.  Below are FSG’s final recommendations 
on three key issues discussed on December 6th.  

Two stand-alone “support strategy” workgroups (Preschool – 12 Community Supports and Basic Needs) 
will lead to more focused strategies and productive meetings  

The founding Steering Committee generally preferred merging these workgroups with the domain-based 
workgroups, although there were some individuals who preferred not merging the groups.   

FSG believes that the strategies of Preschool – 12 Community Supports and Basic Needs would be distinct 
enough to warrant stand-alone workgroups.  For example, basic needs providers in areas such as health, housing 
stability, and food security have different strategies than providers of academic support.  In order for these service 
providers to practically have discussions about specific strategies, the purviews of the workgroups should be 
limited. 

to inform system improvement* 
• Support and manage mechanisms for ongoing efforts that evaluate reforms,  promote 

innovation, and disseminate best practices* 
− Consolidate and organize any necessary data for partner use on a regular basis, e.g. 

performance measure reports, meeting notes, policy reports 
• Manage creation of new surveys, as necessary, to provide relevant data* 

− Approve appropriate use of survey data by partners 
• Coordinate data collection from partners* 
Note: Data management functions could be outsourced to a data intermediary.  This 
intermediary establishes appropriate data sharing agreements and then gathers, warehouses, 
and analyzes data to provide useful reports to the community 

Project 
Manager 

• Manage the project lifecycle for projects undertaken by KConnect including: 
− Scoping of projects in terms of the goals, parameters, and project charter 
− Development of a detailed project plan that lays out the required activities, budget, staff 

time, timeline, and other resources required for completion 
− Tracking progress relative to the project schedule and planned budget and correcting 

for changes, new information, and obstacles 
− Knowledge management & learning by collecting and analyzing lessons from projects  

• Facilitate communication among partners, understand current implementation challenges at a 
local level, and develop comprehensive solutions* 

• Track all funding, including allocated funds from partner organizations* 
• Coordinate research and other activities with partners to minimize redundancies and to align 

strategies and actions* 
• Develop general timeline and set deadlines for progress updates to the Steering Committee 

− Consolidate and standardize progress updates to the Steering Committee 
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We agree that there will inevitably be some overlap among organizations and strategies.  For example, schools 
alone cannot help a child to succeed if that child does not have stable housing or food.  Therefore, workgroup co-
chairs and the backbone organization should ensure that related workgroups communicate frequently with one 
another.  This can be accomplished through periodic meetings of the co-chairs or workgroup members, with the 
backbone serving as a facilitator. 

Four “cross-cutting” workgroups (Equity, Data Capacity, Policy and Advocacy, and Community 
Engagement) will increase the impact of other workgroups 

The founding Steering Committee supported a stand-alone Data Capacity workgroup, mostly supported a stand-
alone Policy and Advocacy workgroup, was split on stand-alone Equity and Community Engagement workgroups, 
and did not support a stand-alone Innovation workgroup.   

We recommend that given the importance of equity, data capacity, policy and advocacy, and community 
engagement, and the community’s desire to address them with vigor, these areas have dedicated resources 
through distinct workgroups.  Importantly, these four workgroups will not relieve other workgroups from 
incorporating equity, data, policy, and community engagement into their strategies.  Rather, the four cross-cutting 
workgroups should serve as “centers of excellence” to strengthen the capacities of the backbone and other 
workgroups. 

Please note that we moved Community Engagement from an “adjunct committee” to a “workgroup,” as we believe 
this group’s work will be similar in nature to the other cross-cutting workgroups.  

We also recommend not pursuing a stand-alone workgroup around innovation.  However, we suggest revisiting 
the idea of an innovation workgroup in 12 months. 

The K-12 Superintendent and College Presidents Adjunct Committee fills an important need highlighted 
by the founding Steering Committee 

The founding Steering Committee was split on whether or not to have a stand-alone K-12 Superintendent and 
College President workgroup. 

Given the lack of an effective superintendent and president convening and the great importance and difficulty of 
aligning K-12 and postsecondary systems, we recommend proceeding with this committee.  It should be noted 
that President Ender of Grand Rapids Community College believes that such a group would be of great value. 

A d d i t i o n a l  I n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  W o r k g r o u p s  

Please refer to Appendix B for detailed descriptions of the strategy workgroups, including initial descriptions, 
potential workgroup members, rationale, and illustrative strategies for each workgroup.  Please note that the 
strategies mentioned are intended only as a starting point for workgroup discussion, and are not prescriptive.  
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Community Engagement 

Authentic community engagement has been a priority from the beginning of this initiative.  The initiative has 
conceived of community engagement as deeper than “communication,” “community education,” or “buy-in” 
(although these are important aspects of community engagement).  Instead, this initiative seeks to authentically 
engage all sectors in the community to deeply understand the community’s needs and aspirations, and to 
translate those perspectives into responsive strategies with the active participation of the community.  

An engaged community significantly increases the community’s shared ownership and accountability, thus 
bolstering the likelihood of improved outcomes for children and families in the long-run.  Many initiatives around 
the country intend to engage the community, but despite these intentions they too often fall short of having a long-
term engagement strategy that is properly resourced and executed.  KConnect aims to succeed in its community 
engagement where other initiatives have been unsuccessful. 

D e f i n i n g  E f f e c t i v e  C o m m u n i t y  E n g a g e m e n t  

In general, community engagement includes four key goals: 

• Build knowledge and abilities of individuals in the community 

• Create community relationships 

• Strengthen community institutions 

• Create links between institutions 

There is an important distinction between raising awareness and community engagement: while raising 
awareness is important for generating buy-in, community engagement generates ownership among community 
members that leads to commitment, thus producing an initiative sustained over many years. 

E f f e c t i v e  C o m m u n i t y  E n g a g e m e n t  S t r a t e g y  

Community engagement should be an adaptive process rather than a prescriptive approach.  To guide this 
adaptive process, there are a number of strategic frameworks available.  The Community Engagement 
workgroup, backbone organization, and Accountability Partners Council should continually refine the strategies 
that work best for Kent County.  In general, there are three broad elements to effectively engaging the community:  

• Define your community 

• Identify goals for community engagement 

• Choose the methods most effective of meeting engagement goals for various groups 

Element 1: Define your community 

Defining which community to engage will help determine the appropriate goals and methods of engagement.  Key 
questions to consider include: 

• Who is your community? 

• How do you divide your community into subgroups? (e.g., by sector, interest group, geography) 
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• How does your community currently organize itself around the issue areas in which you will be working? 

• What segment of your community does your initiative seek to serve? 

• Who are the key community leaders? 

• How diverse is your community? How will you ensure that diversity is represented by the way in which 
you define your community?  

Element 2: Identify goals for community engagement 

The Tamarack Institute uses a helpful framework for thinking about goals for engagement (see below).  Not all 
segments of the community need to be engaged at the same level, so goals may be different for each 
constituency or for different components of the Collective Impact initiative. 

 

  

Framework for Determining Community Engagement Goals 

http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s134.html
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Element 3: Choose the most effective methods of meeting engagement goals for various groups 

Given the varying goals for engaging each constituency, the initiative should consider which methods will best 
meet those goals.  Examples include: 

• Generating awareness and/or buy-in 

• Contributing information and perspectives, weighing in through different avenues  

• Creating impact, crafting solutions to problems 

• Sharing insights for continuous learning 

• Providing accountability to community leaders and elected officials, serving as pressure for change 

 

The graphic below depicts how effective community engagement activities can lead to desired outcomes. 

 

 

  

Community Engagement Outcomes 
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C o m m u n i t y  E n g a g e m e n t  A c t i v i t i e s  T h u s  F a r  

Given the importance of community engagement, initiative leaders have already reached out to the community in 
two ways:  the community forum; parent and student focus groups. 

Community Forum 

On October 9, 2012, the founding Steering Committee hosted a community forum of 172 participants in order to 
share the work that had been done to date, and – critically – to ask for input on the initiative’s goals and process.  
Participants represented diverse perspectives, although some demographics were represented more than others. 

 

   

 

Community Forum Participant Demographics 
Taken participant survey, n=73 
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Participants provided invaluable feedback on the proposed goals of the initiative.  A complete account of this 
feedback was discussed by the founding Steering Committee in late-October and continues to inform the 
initiative’s strategies.  The main points of feedback include: 

 

Participants also provided feedback on how the initiative should engage the community: 

 

The founding Steering Committee took particular note of this feedback, and agrees that the Community Forum 
was only the first step toward engaging the community. 

Parent and Student Focus Groups 

In November and December of 2012, FSG conducted four parent focus groups (35 total participants) and one 
focus group with 9th graders (10 total participants).  The purpose of these focus groups was to gain perspectives 
on the challenges children and families face in Kent County, and to understand what works regarding their 
educational and family lives.  The focus groups incorporated voices from around Kent County, including Cedar 
Springs, Kentwood, and Grand Rapids (central Grand Rapids, Grandville corridor, and Harrison Park).  These 

• General agreement that the Community Forum presented valuable information in-line with 
participants’ beliefs 

• Data presented provided an accurate and not altogether surprising snapshot of the situation 
of children and families in Kent County 

• General agreement with the initiative’s vision statement, but there are opportunities for 
refinement 

• General agreement on the initiative’s overarching goals, but recognition that complexities 
exist 

• Agreement on specific goals (e.g., early childhood, K-12 academic success) varies to some 
extent.  Agreement on the goals of “career success” and “home and family stability” was 
more varied than other goals 

• General agreement that the forum was a valuable call to action 

The initiative should… 

• Meet the community where they are and speak their language 

• Have intentional and authentic interactions in a safe environment 

• Be transparent and build trusting relationships at the grassroots level 

• Sustain community enthusiasm through early wins 

• Partner with existing efforts and resources 

• Focus on parental empowerment and leadership development 

•  Engage in “vision casting” to promote success stories 
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focus groups were an initial – albeit important – step toward formally involving children and families in the 
initiative.   

Overall, focus group participants expressed excitement about the initiative’s goals and the collective impact 
strategy.  However, while parents and children greatly appreciated being asked for their input, they also 
expressed a healthy skepticism that their voices would be heard and incorporated into strategies. 

• “I just want to be IN the loop.  [Collective impact] is a great process, but what can happen is that when 
you take information back to the “system” it gets bogged down.” – Parent  

• “I want to know WHAT the loop is so I can jump IN the loop so that my voice is heard.” – Parent 

• “I want our voices to be heard.  Let our voices count.” – Parent  

• “I would like to be involved in this plan and how this will roll out into the community.” – Parent   

C o m m u n i t y  E n g a g e m e n t  P l a n  a n d  O w n e r s h i p  

Authentic and comprehensive community engagement will be a complex undertaking that requires more capacity 
than KConnect can initially handle.  Therefore, community engagement should be jointly owned by KConnect, 
Accountability Partners Council, and Community Engagement workgroup.  While the workgroup will be dedicated 
to determining an overall strategy for engagement, KConnect will help support execution of that engagement, and 
the Accountability Partners Council will serve as active ambassadors to the community.  Until KConnect is staffed, 
the Accountability Partners Council should sustain awareness of the initiative through ongoing one-on-one 
conversations.  Once KConnect is set-up and staffed, community engagement can, and should become more 
proactive. 

FSG recommends that two activities be prioritized after the selection of a backbone organization: a second 
Community Forum, and community focus groups.  FSG recommends that these activities be prioritized in order to 
sustain the momentum already generated, and to provide timely input into the initiative’s strategy. 

O t h e r  R e s o u r c e s  

In addition to the material found in this document, other community engagement resources to reference include: 

• Community engagement backgrounder (September 21 meeting deck) 

• Focus group key findings (focus group memo) 

• Community forum key findings, feedback forms, and survey results (October 26 meeting deck) 
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Communications 

Prior to the implementation of a full community engagement strategy, engagement should occur through informal 
conversations.  Below are messages that can be conveyed to any audience.  In addition, the Common Agenda 
can be shared with any community member.  Given that transparency is an important value of this initiative, it is 
incumbent on all those involved to inform the community at every opportunity. Eventually, messages can be 
communicated through personal outreach, public forums, television, radio, the Web, and social media. 

Key Messages to Emphasize 

Regarding the goals of the initiative 
• This initiative, currently called “Collective Impact Initiative for Children and Families,” is a new 

community partnership aimed at driving major improvements for children and families from birth to 
college and career across Kent County. 

• The initiative is not intended to be a new “program” nor an attempt to compete with any of our 
community’s noteworthy programs.  Rather, this initiative intends to build on our community’s many 
strengths by helping to better align current efforts and fill gaps. 

• The initiative’s vision is this: For all children and their families in Kent County to enjoy meaningful and 
fulfilling lives by achieving self-sufficiency and economic security through high-quality education and 
community support.  Fundamental to our vision is that we are committed to nothing less than closing the 
unacceptable achievement gaps for low income students and children of color, and increasing the 
achievement for all students from cradle to college and career. 

 
Regarding collective impact 

• No single organization, however innovative or powerful, can accomplish the change we seek for 
children and families.  

• This initiative is using a powerful strategy called “collective impact,” which has been used by a 
number of communities around the country to tackle complex social issues.   

• Collective impact is the commitment of a group of individuals and organizations from different sectors 
(e.g., education, business, nonprofit) to a common agenda for solving a social issue through alignment 
of efforts. 

• This coalition provides us with the opportunity to truly innovate and move beyond traditional 
partnerships and engaging all sectors of the community in a new model of collaboration.   

 
Regarding the background and status of the initiative 

• The initiative has been underway since June of 2012.  Initial leadership includes the Kent County 
Family and Children’s Coordinating Council; generous financial support of the Doug and Maria DeVos 
Foundation, Grand Rapids Community Foundation, Heart of West Michigan United Way, the W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation, and the Steelcase Foundation; and founding Steering Committee of 21 leaders 
representing various sectors and geographies across Kent County.  The founding Steering Committee 
engaged FSG, a nonprofit strategy and evaluation firm, to support the initiative during this initial phase.   

• Since June, the founding Steering Committee has proactively sought input from the community in 
shaping a common agenda through a community forum, focus groups with parents and youth, and 
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interviews with community leaders. 
• The Accountability Partners Council is currently in the process of creating a new organization called 

KConnect to serve as the “backbone” of the initiative.  After this backbone organization has been 
identified, workgroups will be formed to determine specific strategies (e.g., strategies around early 
childhood learning or high school completion).   

 
Regarding how community members can get involved 

• You can support this initiative through your participation and leadership in a variety of activities, and by 
inviting others to join.  Specific ways to become involved will be known after the workgroups have 
been formed. 

• Community input and participation are vital to the success of this initiative. 
• Progress over the long-term will hinge on strong community engagement. 
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Timeline 

Over the next several years, we must move deliberately and with great urgency to put in place the structures and 
approaches that will enable us to greatly improve outcomes for Kent County’s children and families. 

FSG’s initial scope of work focused on the first two phase of collective impact: Initiate for Action and Organize for 
Impact.  Since the initiative’s launch in June 2012, we have successfully completed the Initiate for Action phase.  
As of April 2013, Organizing for Impact is now well underway with backbone selection, work group selection, and 
goals and indicators selection in progress.  Depending on the speed with which these activities are completed, 
Kent County should be poised for phase III (Sustain Action and Impact) in 2014 and beyond. 

An overview of each of the three phases is provided in the figure below. 

 

Planning and Implementation Phases of Collective Impact Efforts 

 
 

The critical action steps to transform our approach, and the key steps necessary for making progress against the 
five conditions for collective impact (backbone structure, shared measurement, continuous communication, 
mutually reinforcing activities, and shared vision), are listed in the table below.  Note that this is not a 
comprehensive list, but outlines the critical next steps over the next year and a half. 
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Initiative Timeline 

Key Steps   

 2013 2014 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 

Backbone Structure 

• Select new Accountability Partners Council       

• Establish governance structure       

• Establish search committee and hire backbone staff       

• Apply for 501c3 status       

• Engage in fundraising activities       

• Appoint workgroup co-chairs and members          

Shared Measurement * 

• Accountability Partners Council adoption of preliminary 
indicators 

      

• Working groups refine and finalize indicators       

• Identify data resource (i.e. either outsourced or in-house)       

• Engage with identified data resource       

• Partners report on progress against indicators       

• Provide annual dashboard of overall progress       

Mutually Reinforcing Activities 

• Workgroups to review preliminary “strawman” strategies       

• Workgroups to engage in learning from analogous 
organizations (site visits, additional research) 

      

• Workgroups to select strategies, coordinate 
communications messages 

      

• Workgroups to refine and revisit strategies based on data       

Shared Vision 

• Conduct focus groups and community forums with key 
community groups to provide overview and seek input 

      

• Engage in communications plan (see other 
Communications section of Roadmap document) 

      

• Host partner-wide meetings (Accountability Partners 
Council, workgroups, partner agencies) twice a year to 
discuss vision and update as new needs emerge 

      

* Does not reflect activities associated with building a comprehensive shared measurement system.  Please see discussion on Learning & Evaluation. 
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In addition to project timeline over the next 1.5 years, the following critical planning principles and near-term 
actions have been identified. 
 

 

Budget 

Supporting the backbone and programmatic functions will require an investment of resources, some of which will 
only be required during the start-up phase.  Note that this budget is preliminary, and is based on budgets from 
other collective impact initiatives.  The costs of doing business in Kent County, particularly with respect to rent 
and salaries, will be different than those in other collective impact initiatives.  In some instances, backbones have 
chosen to rent space in office buildings specifically designated for nonprofits that offer reduced rates and/or 
inclusive amenities (e.g., utilities, conference space, kitchen, etc.).  Likewise, costs could vary substantially 
depending on team salary levels, which should be commensurate with regional expectations.  Moreover, cost 
estimates may change based on donated staff time and/or resources. 

The table below highlights the primary budget expense categories and provides cost estimates for the first year.  
Please refer to Appendix B for a more detailed budget, including estimates over the first three years of the 
backbone’s life.  (Note that three year budget estimates reflect a constant staffing level of three FTEs.) 

 
  

Function Definition 

Articles of Incorporation, 
Bylaw Development, 
501(c)(3) Application 

• Pro-Bono Support Has Been Identified 
• KConnect Trustees Approves 

Initial Funding 

• Working Group (Fred, Lynne, Matthew, Wayman) works with 
KConnect Trustees to Seek Initial Grants 

• Starter Grants sought w/a Three Year Funding Commitment 
• Initial Grants by June 30 

Sustainable Funding 
• KConnect Trustees to Discuss Accountability Partners 

Membership Fees 
• Seek Communitywide Support for Evaluation Project Management 

Staffing 

• Workgroup Leads Hiring Process with KConnect Trustees Input 
• County Staff Serves as Administrative Support until Director is 

Hired 
• County Staff Will NOT be Applying for Position 
• KConnect Trustees Approves Positions for Facilitator & Data 

Coordinator 

Contracts 

• KConnect Trustees Contracts w/CRI for Data Support 
• KConnect Trustees Contracts for Collective Impact TA as Needed 
• KConnect Trustees Contracts for TA re: Targeted 

Universalism/Equity Content Support 
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Preliminary Budget Estimates for Year One 

Category Major Line Items 
Estimated Cost 

– New 
Organization 

Salary and 
Benefits 

• Project Director (1.0 FTE) 

• Data Manager (1.0 FTE) 

• Facilitator (1.0 FTE) 

$293,750 

Operational 
Expenses 

• Strategy: strategy refinement, including development of a separate 
communications/marketing strategy 

• Communications: consultant, materials design/printing, paid media, 
website 

• Community Outreach and Engagement: forums and seminars 

• Data Support: data system, consultant 

$208,000 

Overhead 
Expenses 

• Travel and training for staff 

• Office: rent, utilities, supplies 

• Administration: back office admin, postage, miscellaneous 

$76,000 

 

F u n d r a i s i n g  

In January 2013, FSG hosted a public and private funders meeting to begin the process of identifying which 
financial resources are available in the community to support the backbone and this initiative.  Private funders in 
attendance were those that have primarily supported this initiative thus far, including the Douglas and Maria 
DeVos Foundation, Frey Foundation, Grand Rapids Community Foundation, Steelcase Foundation, Heart of West 
Michigan United Way, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.  Several public funders participated as well, including 
Kent County Department of Human Services, Kent County Family and Children’s Coordinating Council, Kent 
County ISD, and Network I80. 

FSG received a positive response from this initial meeting.  However, continued engagement with funders will be 
required to determine specific levels of interest and timing.  The KConnect Trustees will be charged with 
supporting fundraising efforts for the backbone in the short-term. 

Learning and Evaluation (Shared Measurement) 

Shared measurement is the systematic collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and results of 
programs to make judgments, improve or further develop program effectiveness, inform decisions about future 
programming, and increase understanding.  Shared measurement is an ongoing process and a collaborative 
learning activity that builds the community’s and individual organizations’ capacity to make and act on strategic 
decisions.  It contributes to the community’s health and impact through data collections and evaluations that are 
relevant, credible, useful, timely, dynamic and systems-oriented. 
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Creating a shared measurement system, including a data platform, would allow for a range of organizations —
nonprofit service providers, businesses, government entities, educators, and others—to enter data and to make 
available data that enable participants and the community to measure the progress of the cross-sectoral efforts 
over time and at various levels of aggregation (e.g., individual organization, by community, etc.). Progress will 
initially be measured through the collection of basic data elements such as inputs, but the database will aim to 
increase the depth and value of the data over time. 

K e y  B e n e f i t s  o f  a  S h a r e d  M e a s u r e m e n t  S y s t e m  

• Enable greater understanding of where Kent County stands over time with respect to improving outcomes 
for children and families. 

• Enable understanding of the challenges in defined geographical areas over time, contingent on the 
aggregated analyses that address organization and community concerns about data accessibility.  

• Allow individual organizations to track their own results over time, and enable them to measure their 
efforts against the field, contingent on the development of appropriate benchmarks and standards.  

• Support ongoing efforts by funders and other community to raise awareness of the importance of data 
collection and reporting in the field, and to build organization capacity in data collection and reporting.  

• Increase visibility for the public, as well as field participants, into the scope of the challenges facing 
children and families in Kent County. 

 

An effective shared measurement system will provide an online platform for shared indicators, data capture and 
analysis, and will reflect field-specific performance or outcomes.  Collecting data and measuring results 
consistently across all participants will ensure that efforts remain aligned and participants hold each other 
accountable.  In other words, shared measurement is, at its most fundamental, about ensuring success of the 
initiative and participants along the way, towards our five goals:  early childhood, K-12 academic success, post-
secondary completion, career success, and home and family stability. 
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S u c c e s s  F a c t o r s  f o r  a  S h a r e d  M e a s u r e m e n t  S y s t e m  

• Strong leadership and substantial funding throughout a multi-year development period 

• Broad engagement in the design process by many organizations in the field, with clear expectations 
about confidentiality or transparency 

• Voluntary participation open to all relevant organizations 

• Effective use of web-based technology  

• Independence from funders in devising indicators and managing the system 

• Ongoing staffing to provide training, facilitation, and to review the accuracy of all data 

• Testing and continually improving the system through user feedback 

• In more advanced systems, a facilitated process for participants to gather periodically to share results, 
learn from each other, and coordinate their efforts 
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A  F r a m e w o r k  f o r  D e v e l o p i n g  S h a r e d  M e a s u r e m e n t  
S y s t e m s  

 

 

The roadmap represented above is illustrative and can be customized to the circumstances that arise once Kent 
County begins moving down this path.  Kent County has already completed Steps A-B and the effort is focusing 
currently on steps C and D.  Progress against these steps is likely to be iterative throughout the development and 
implementation process (e.g. refining indicators, etc.). 

The framework will allow the shared measurement effort to identify key accomplishments over time – milestones -
- that signify important advances towards the ultimate vision of the database.  Based on FSG’s experiences as 
well as those of other similar projects, the suggested timeframe for implementation is roughly three years.  
Developing the shared measurement system will require adherence to a set of processes, and simultaneously, 
adjustments will be needed along the way to accommodate additional knowledge, participants’ needs, and an 
evolving external context. 

Please refer to Appendix D for detailed activities to be conducted at each step in this framework. 

Terminology  

• The founding Steering Committee approved the Common Agenda in Fall 2012 

• Each Workgroup is focused on a clearly defined Outcome Goal and will use Indicators to track their 
progress towards that goal  

• Data Collection will occur regularly through various mediums to obtain necessary inputs 

• Data Standards will ensure the collection of high quality, accurate, and timely data 

• The Data Collection System will provide the tools and capacity to gather, manage, and share data, 
including technology infrastructure to house and provide access to data 
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Conclusion 

The Roadmap outlines the key steps to making the Common Agenda a reality for children and families in Kent 
County.  A critical piece to implementing the Roadmap is the backbone organization.  Once this foundational 
element is in place, other aspects of the plan will take shape:  strategy workgroups will begin the core work of 
setting strategies and driving implementation; robust community engagement and communication efforts will ramp 
up; and the shared measurement system will become a greater priority in order to monitor progress and share 
learnings.  With these critical action items for implementation in hand, Kent County is now poised to pursue our 
common goal and achieve the transformational change we seek. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A:  Key Indicator Detail 

Category Indicator Data Source Level Potential Data Cuts 

Home and  
Family 

Stability 

% of families below 200% of the poverty 
rate 

ACS/Census Track 
US Health & Human 
Services 

Census tract - every 5 
years 
County - annually 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
family composition, 
SES 

Mobility rate of K-12 students during a 
school year  

Kent ISD, School 
Districts 

School building, school 
district, county 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
SES, age 

Teen birth rate (births per 1000 women 
ages 15-19)* 

Michigan Department 
of Community Health,  
CDC Wonder 

County Not yet identified 

% of K-12 students that exhibit chronic 
absenteeism 

School District/Building School Race/ethnicity, gender, 
SES, age, MEAP P/F 

% of students motivated and engaged 
to succeed in school 

Youth Behavioral Risk 
(BRFSS), Cambridge Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Home & Family Stability Composite Indicator: 

Homelessness Rate Not yet identified Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Behavioral Health Indicator  
Youth Behavioral Risk 
(BRFSS), Cambridge 

Not yet identified Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

Childhood Safety Indicator 
Police Department, 
Court, DHS 

Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Substance Misuse Indicator 
County Health Dept 
Data, Network180, 
CDC 

Not yet identified Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

Parent Employment Rate 
American Community 
Survey 

Not yet identified Not yet identified 

% of Two-Parent Families Census, PUMS 
County 
Census tract 

Family composition 

Early 
Childhood 

Infant mortality (per 1000 births)* 
Michigan Department 
of Community Health 

Neighborhood 
County 

Race/ethnicity, poverty, 
parent status, parent 
education level 

% of students ready for kindergarten School Districts School 
Race/ethnicity, poverty, 
parent status, parent 
education level 

Childhood immunization rate*  

Kent County Health 
Dept. , MI Dept of 
Community Health: MI 
Care Improvement 
Registry 

County 
Race/ethnicity, poverty, 
parent status, parent 
education level 

Maternal Child Health Index 
First Steps 
MI Vital Records 

Census tract 
Race/ethnicity, poverty, 
parent status, parent 
education level 

% of 4 year-old children enrolled in a 
publicly-funded quality pre-school 
program 

First Steps, ELNC Not yet identified Not yet identified 

K-12 Academic 
Success 

3rd and 8th grade reading MEAP* 
Michigan Dept of 
Education (MDE) and 
MISchool Data 

School Building 
School District 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
SES, age, MEAP P/F 

3rd and 8th grade math MEAP 
Michigan Dept of 
Education (MDE) and 
MISchool Data 

School Building 
School District 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
SES, age, MEAP P/F 
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Category Indicator Data Source Level Potential Data Cuts 

% of HS graduates earning college 
credit 

Kent ISD Not yet identified Not yet identified 

% of students meeting ACT college 
readiness benchmarks* 

Kent ISD, MDE Not yet identified Not yet identified 

On-time and extended HS graduation 
rate 

Kent ISD Not yet identified Not yet identified 

% of HS graduates entering the 
workforce that have taken WorkKeys 

Not yet identified Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Summer learning loss indicator NWEA  Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Out of school time indicator NWEA  Not yet identified Not yet identified 

Post-
Secondary 
Enrollment 

and 
Completion 

Post-secondary enrollment rate within 
1-year of HS graduation 

Not yet identified Not yet identified Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

% of community college students who 
require developmental courses* 

Community Colleges 
School 
County 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

First to second year retention rate* 
Community Colleges  
Universities 

School 
County 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

Community college graduation / transfer 
rate* 

Community Colleges  
Universities 

School 
County 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

University six-year graduation rate 
(public & private)*  

Community Colleges  
Universities 

School 
County 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age, SES 

% of 25-34 year olds with associate 
degree or higher* 

American Community 
Survey 

Census tract 
County 

Race/ethnicity, gender, 
age 

Career 
Success 

Unemployment rate for 20-24 year olds 
American Community 
Survey Not yet identified Race/ethnicity, gender, 

age 

Poverty rate for 20-24 year olds 
American Community 
Survey Not yet identified Race/ethnicity, gender, 

age 

* Metric is included in State of Michigan Dashboard 
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Appendix B:  Strategy Workgroup and Committee Descriptions 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  P r e n a t a l  t o  3 r d  G r a d e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  4 t h  G r a d e  t o  H i g h  S c h o o l  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Description 
Goal: Develop strategies that provide students with the foundational skills to succeed in high school, and 
provide families with the awareness of the necessary preconditions for their child to succeed in high school 
and beyond. 

Given the importance of the pre-high school years in preparing children for future academic and 
professional pursuits, this workgroup will ensure that children and their parents are ready to make the 
transition to high school and beyond.  

Potential Workgroup Members 
K-12 system, Kent ISD, foundations, ELO Network, KSSN, Businesses, Talent 2025, community colleges 
and universities, chamber of commerce 

Rationale 
This initiative is committed to supporting children and families from birth to career, including the important 
time in between 4th grade and high school.  During these years, children develop habits that prepare them 
for adulthood.  While career preparation becomes more intense in high school, the years before high 
school are critical to providing a foundation upon which high school can build. 

Illustrative Strategies 
Alignment of skills needed by the workforce with skills taught in school (e.g., STEM), college visioning with 
middle school students 

Description 
Goal: Develop strategies that address achievement gaps for low income and children of color to create 
seamless experiences for students and families from prenatal education for parents to preschool to early 
elementary school, particularly focused on kindergarten readiness and 3rd grade reading. 

Potential Workgroup Members 
First Steps, Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative, Schools of Hope, K-12 school districts, religious 
institutions, parents, after school programs, all home visiting programs (i.e. Healthy Start, MIHP, Early 
Head Start, Bright Beginnings, etc.)..goal suggests that these groups have to have expertise not only in 
the content area, but also in what it means to implement strategies effectively in low income and 
communities of color…perhaps a need to grow this capacity in GR/Kent with outside expertise 

Rationale 
In Kent County there exists a great amount of energy in early childhood from foundations and service 
providers, including existing collaboratives First Steps and the Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative.  
In addition, Prenatal to 3rd Grade aligns with the desire to focus on prevention.  Further, national 
research shows that the early childhood years, including prenatal care, have far-reaching consequences 
for children, giving Kent County a strong community of practice with which to benchmark.   

Illustrative Strategies 
Develop community prenatal to 3rd grade networks, engage parents and families in supporting early 

              



 
 

Appendices     |        49 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  H i g h  S c h o o l  t o  C a r e e r  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  P r e s c h o o l - 1 2  C o m m u n i t y  
S u p p o r t s  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description 
Goal: Develop a strategic action plan to improve college readiness and postsecondary completion, both of 
which will prepare children for jobs that will provide a family-sustaining wage.  

A critical voice in this workgroup will be the business sector, who will provide input on their labor needs.  
Given that college readiness begins before high school, this group should coordinate with the 4th Grade to 
High School workgroup.   

Potential Workgroup Members 
Businesses, Talent 2025, community colleges and universities, workforce investment board, chamber of 
commerce, K-12 system, Kent ISD, foundations, labor, ELO Network, KSSN 

Rationale 
The rising importance of attaining a post-secondary credential is well documented, as are the negative 
effects of remediation after students begin college.  Further, the Steering Committee has recognized that a 
family-sustaining wage is an important prerequisite to “meaningful and fulfilling lives.” 

Illustrative Strategies 
Alignment of skills needed by the workforce with high school and college graduation requirements, effective 
transition strategies from high school to college 

Description 
Goal: Ensure all students have the socio-emotional support necessary to succeed academically. 

This workgroup will create strategies related to activities that influence a child beyond academics, such as 
after-school activities (e.g., community centers, arts, and athletics) and mentoring relationships. 

Potential Workgroup Members 
K-12 districts, B2B, KSSN, Big Brothers/Big Sisters, Boys and Girls Club, YMCA, network180, Kent DHS, 
ELO Providers, City of Wyoming, City of Kentwood 

Rationale 
“Home and Family Stability” is one of the 5 agreed-upon goals of this initiative.  This workgroup, combined 
with “Basic Needs,” addresses this goal. 

Illustrative Strategies 
Family engagement programs, after-school tutoring programs, mentoring programs, summer bridge 
programs, behavioral health services, juvenile justice services 
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S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  B a s i c  N e e d s  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  E q u i t y  ( T a r g e t e d  U n i v e r s a l i s m )  

 

  

Description 
Goal: Ensure that the basic needs of all students are fulfilled so that they arrive at school each day ready 
to learn. 

This workgroup will create strategies and convene organizations involved in health, housing stability, food 
security, transportation, financial literacy, and other needs that are essential to providing a stable home in 
which children can thrive.  

Potential Workgroup Members 
DA Blodgett/St. John’s, United Way, ENTF, Housing Authority, Homelessness Coalition, network180, Kent 
DHS, ELO Providers, City of Wyoming, City of Kentwood 

Rationale 
Data show that in Kent County, children grow up in starkly different conditions and their degree of success 
depends not only on a child’s academic experience, but also on their environment. 

Illustrative Strategies 
Free & reduced meals programs, affordable transitional housing, healthy “homes,” school-based health 
clinics, and student assignment & housing programs focused on reducing student mobility. 

Description 
Goal: Develop an overall framework for how the initiative can create strategies and implement programs 
that address the needs of all groups, but that pay particular attention to marginal groups.  

In addition, this workgroup will consult with other workgroups on how to implement strategies that are both 
“universal” and “targeted.”  Members of this group will begin with a deep understanding of applied 
Targeted Universalism, and will serve as a center of excellence for these strategies.  

Potential Workgroup Members 
Service providers across sectors (e.g., health, housing, etc.), Institute for Healing Racism, religious 
institutions, foundations, higher education, WKKF grantee convening group.  It is important that members 
of this group truly represent the community – both advantaged and disadvantaged groups. 

Rationale 
Data show that gaps between races, incomes, and geographies in Kent County are larger than other 
communities in Michigan.  A workgroup whose sole focus is promoting equity strategies would be 
unique among collective impact initiatives, and gives Kent County the potential to be a leader 
nationally if success is achieved. 

Illustrative Strategies 
As mentioned above, this workgroup will be a center of excellence for the initiative and will have a deep 
understanding of targeted universalism principles and strategies. 
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S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  D a t a  C a p a c i t y  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  P o l i c y  a n d  A d v o c a c y  

 

  

Description 
Goal: Develop data capabilities of workgroups and partner organizations so that continuous improvement 
through data is a part of every workgroup and partner’s DNA. 

This workgroup will provide data support to the other workgroups and to the overall initiative when 
selecting indicators and interpreting data on an ongoing basis.  This group will also develop strategies to 
provide data support and coaching to individual partners organizations. 

Potential Workgroup Members 
Businesses, regional education data experts, Community Research Institute (CRI), Doug & Maria DeVos 
Foundation, Heart of West Michigan United Way, network180, Kent DHS, ELO Providers, KSSN 
Providers 

Rationale 
Data underpins efforts around targeted universalism and geography.  Given the importance (and 
need) of building data capacity among partners, this workgroup will advise the backbone on the 
overall data strategy and how to best build partners’ data capacities.  Data could be an effective way to 
involve the business community. 

Illustrative Strategies 
Strategies for the initiative as a whole and for specific organizations will depend on current organizational 
capabilities.    

Description 
Goal: Educate and advocate for policies, resources, and practices that can strengthen the political will to 
pass, implement, and sustain effective long-term solutions that are aligned to the goals of the initiative.  

The workgroup will build capacity of those involved in the collective impact initiative through technical 
support and training opportunities.  Given that advocacy will be different for each issue, the type of 
technical assistance will vary.  In general, TA would include helping organizations strategically mobilize 
their constituencies. The workgroup will work closely with the other workgroups to determine high-priority 
policies.   

Potential Workgroup Members 
Members will be a mixture of existing policy advocates and others who have great potential to advocate 
by virtue of being well-resourced organizations or uniquely influential individuals (e.g., Kent Intermediate 
Superintendent Association, Talent 2025, Great Start Parent Coalition, ELO Policy Committee).  To have 
the maximum policy impact, the workgroup should be highly-representative of different sectors and 
different geographies. 

Rationale 
Policy and advocacy have been two of the most difficult areas for backbones to advance; therefore, the 
Kent County backbone will likely need additional support in this area.  The initiative can build on the 
expertise and support of government and other influential individuals already on the Steering Committee.   

Illustrative Strategies 
This workgroup’s strategies will likely be opportunistic, and dependent on which issues the initiative 
deems to be most critical. 
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S t r a t e g y  W o r k g r o u p :  C o m m u n i t y  E n g a g e m e n t  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A d j u n c t  C o m m i t t e e :  C o l l e g e  P r e s i d e n t s  a n d  K - 1 2  
S u p e r i n t e n d e n t s  

 

  

Description 
Goal: Authentically engage all sectors in the community to deeply understand the community’s needs 
and aspirations and translate those perspectives into responsive strategies.  The committee will also 
ensure that the numerous sectors in the community have are consistently involved in the initiative’s 
decision-making.  Lastly, the committee will communicate the goals of the initiative to the various parts of 
the community.   

Although the backbone will likely be the public face of the initiative, this committee will help design 
strategies to gather input, and to inform the many parts of the community.  The committee will also work 
closely with the Policy and Advocacy Workgroup to align public mobilization efforts.  Above all, this group 
will embody authentic engagement and transparency. 

Potential Workgroup Members 
Members should be highly trusted members of the county.  In addition, all sectors (e.g., business, 
religious institutions, etc.) should have representation on this committee.  

Rationale 
Given the goodwill generated through the Community Forum, authentic and comprehensive community 
engagement will be a complex undertaking that requires more capacity than the backbone staff could 
initially handle.  The geographic and racial diversity of the county underscores the importance of 
authentically engaging the community. 

Description 
Goal: Connect system leaders to align efforts across the K-12 and postsecondary pipeline, and also 
ensure that all regions of Kent County are represented in the initiative. 

This committee brings together system leaders to facilitate student transitions across the education 
pipeline and build awareness within members’ respective institutions to align efforts to the collective 
impact goals. 

Potential Workgroup Members 
• University and college presidents 
• Community college presidents 
• K-12 district superintendents 

Rationale 
Provides a diverse geographic perspective and representation as it is intended to include districts from 
multiple counties 
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Appendix C:  Detailed Budgets 

P r e l i m i n a r y  B u d g e t  f o r  F i r s t  T h r e e  Y e a r s  

 

  

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
 PROPOSED SALARY COSTS (3 FTEs)
1.0 FTE Project Director 95,000$         97,850$         100,786$       
1.0 FTE Data Manager 70,000$         72,100$         74,263$         
1.0 FTE Facilitator 70,000$         72,100$         74,263$         
Benefits (Assume personal+fringe =25% of salary) 58,750$         60,513$         62,328$         

SALARY COSTS SUBTOTAL 293,750$      302,563$      311,639$      

OPERATIONAL EXPENSES

Communications 
Communications strategy consultant/contractor 20,000$         5,000$          5,000$          
Website design 15,000$         5,000$          5,000$          
Communication materials design and printing (brochures, presentations, flyers) 5,000$          5,000$          5,000$          
Paid media (radio ads, newspaper ads, billboards, bus ads) 20,000$         30,000$         30,000$         

Communications Subtotal 60,000$        40,000$        40,000$        

Community Outreach & Engagement
Seminars and forums space rental (assume most is free in schools or donated) 3,000$          3,000$          3,000$          
Event, consulting, and outreach costs for community engagement 40,000$         45,000$         45,000$         

Community Outreach/Engagement Subtotal 43,000$        48,000$        48,000$        

Data Support and Evaluation
Data consultant/contractor 80,000$         30,000$         30,000$         
Data system (technology) 25,000$         15,000$         15,000$         

Data Support Subtotal 105,000$      45,000$        45,000$        

OPERATIONAL EXPENSE SUBTOTALS 208,000$      133,000$      133,000$      

OVERHEAD EXPENSES
Back office administration 18,000$         12,000$         12,000$         
Postage & Express (Assuming community mailings to 500k people) 10,000$         10,000$         10,000$         
Equipment, utilities, supplies, and stationary 8,000$          8,000$          8,000$          
Office Space Rental and Maintenance 25,000$         25,000$         25,000$         
Training and Meetings 5,000$          5,000$          5,000$          
Travel-Staff 10,000$         10,000$         10,000$         

OVERHEAD EXPENSE SUBTOTAL 76,000$        70,000$        70,000$        

OTHER PROGRAM EXPENSES

OTHER PROGRAM EXPENSE SUBTOTAL -$             -$             -$             

TOTAL OF MAJOR COST CATEGORIES 577,750$  505,563$  514,639$  
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S a l a r y  S c e n a r i o  A n a l y s i s  –  I m p a c t  o n  Y e a r  1  B u d g e t  
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Appendix D:  Framework for Developing a Shared Measurement System 

 

Step A. Mobilize the Community 

Activity Status 

Identify key influencers to catalyze and launch collective impact Complete 

Develop community engagement plan Ongoing 

Engage in community outreach activities through implementation of plan Ongoing 

Consider who else to engage in providing data input to shared measurement system - 

Develop plan for sharing data with community in ongoing way - 

 

Step B. Develop Common Agenda  

Activity Status 
Identify specific problem around which to target indicators and learning Complete 

Identify common goal Complete 

Vet and build support for common agenda in sector Complete 

 

Step C. Select Common Outcomes Step D. Select Common Indicators 

Activity Status 
Create prioritized list of goals and outcomes that align with common agenda; determine 
which ones to target initially 

In process 

Workgroups identify indicators currently tracked in the field, and align them with identified 
outcomes 

- 

Identify, develop and / or select indicators that enable sectors to track progress against 
selected outcomes 

- 

Vet outcomes and indicators selected with sectors of the community - 

Identify and collect necessary baseline data - 
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Step E. Develop Data Collection Tools and Standards  

Activity Status 
Create a workplan with a detailed timeline and list of deliverables - 

Develop data collection tools and practices, including standards and frequency (e.g.,  
survey, focus groups) 

- 

Determine data ownership and access policies; develop governance structure for data  - 

Determine the specific roles and responsibilities of the vendor, project manager, system 
owner, and cohort members 

- 

Select technology vendor (if necessary) - 

Determine, and raise, funding needed to support data collection - 

Provide capacity building support or incentives around data collection, as needed - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step G. Deploy System Technology in Sector 
Activity Status 

Creation of a detailed and feasible timeline for launch, testing, refinement, and scaling 
and launch system 

- 

Select a cluster of organizations to test the system - 

Provide training on how to use the system - 

Deploy the system - 

Collect feedback on the system design and any challenges encountered - 

Modify the system - 

Provide additional training on how to use the system - 

Deploy the system more broadly to entire cohort - 

 

  

Step F. Design and Develop Data Collection System or Hub Technology  

Activity Status 
Identify and select from options for centralized hub or storage system for data - 
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Step H.  Institutionalize Opportunities for Learning 

Activity Status 

Establish regular convening or forums to review and discuss learning from shared 
measurement in order to refine, inform, and improve efforts  - 

Encourage sectors of the community to share and use data to inform their practices - 

 

Step I.  Evaluate and Modify System 

Activity Status 

Set up a regular, ongoing forum for evaluating the system’s use, functionality, and impact - 

Evaluate level of use of the system and preliminary results - 

Collect feedback from full cohort on any remaining challenges or obstacles - 

Incorporate insights from learning forums and communication with other shared 
measurement systems 

- 

Modify the system as necessary (e.g., add/remove indicators or clusters, change 
reporting templates, add/modify data collection tools) 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

Step J. Use Data to Inform Practice 
Activity Status 

Utilize data to support and inform collaborative efforts within sector  - 



 
 
 

Appendices     |        58 

 

FSG 

 

FSG is a nonprofit consulting firm specializing in strategy, evaluation, and research, founded in 
2000 as Foundation Strategy Group and celebrating a decade of global social impact. Today, 
FSG works across sectors in every region of the world–partnering with foundations, corporations, 
nonprofits, and governments to develop more effective solutions to the world’s most challenging 
issues 

 

www.fsg.org 

 

Boston  |  Geneva  |  Mumbai  |  San Francisco  |  Seattle  |  Washington   |   www.fsg.org 
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