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INDIANA EARLY LEARNING ADVISORY COMMITTEE   

Provider Participation and Advancement Workgroup 
Panel Discussion on Community Coalition Building Around ECE 

Key Topics, Strategies and Recommendations 
June 8, 2015 

 

Workgroup Attendees: Erin Kissling, Randy Garratt, Jane Meyer, Andrew 
Cullen, Anne Gabbert, Christy Prulhiere, Monty Hulse, Kent Mitchell, Julie 
Burnes, Sally Lacey, Victoria Matney, Kathy Frank, John Elcesser, Mike 
Bachman, Melanie Brizzi, Kathryn Raasch, Kyle Wehmann 

The Workgroup hosted a special panel discussion on community coalition 
building around early childhood education and invited panelists with experience 
and expertise in this area. 
Workgroup Co-chairs and facilitators: 

Melanie Brizzi, Director, Office of Early Childhood and Out of School 
Learning 
Kathryn Rssach, Principal, Wayne Township Preschool 

Panelists:  
Allen County - John Pierce, Consultant, Big Goal Collaboration & United 
Way of Allen County for Early Childhood Initiatives 
Bartholomew County - Kathy Oren, Executive Director, Community 
Education Coalition 
Elkhart County - Brian Wiebe, Executive Director, Horizon Education 
Alliance 
Marion County - Daniel Hodgkins, Vice President Of Community Benefit And 
Economic Development, Community Health Network  
Vanderburgh County – Cory Lowry, Senior Paths To QUALITYTM Coach, 4 
C of Southern Indiana, Inc. 

Panelists were introduced and context provided for the discussion. Each 
panelist gave background info on how their community decided to focus on 
early education and quality improvement.  
 
Q: Who is leading this effort in your community?  

• John helped to promote the cradle to career model within his community 
through helping local business leaders realize that early childhood education 
(ECE) is a foundational element of society. Business and community leaders 
should be educated on the return of investment (ROI) of ECE. Early 
Childhood Alliance, Big Goal Collaborative, Allen County Chamber of 
Commerce, Community Foundation, and United Way have all partnered to 
this end.  

• Karen describes using the Stakeholder Engagement Process for community 
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INDIANA EARLY LEARNING ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
coalition building. A community should try to understand its current state and 
assess its needs, then determine who should be at the table. Having a 
backbone organization is a critical function for collective impact. Backbone 
organizations help keep a community focused on an initiative.  

• We are “programs rich and systems poor,” says Brian. That needs to be the 
opposite. Mentions Nobel Prize Winner, James Heckman, because he 
thought ECE was the most important investment communities could make 
and found a way to monetize it. The earlier the intervention, the higher the 
ROI. 

 
Q: In smaller communities: How do you find your champions? Also, in 
communities where you have brought partners together, how do you keep them 
engaged? 

• Cory describes creating a package of localized data to identify supply and 
demand and current strengths and challenges in her community. “We 
needed a collective voice to tell our story.” Collaborative partners are United 
Way, Evansville-Vanderburgh School Corporation, Head Start, 4C, and 
Southwester Indiana Business Leaders Roundtable to name a few.  

• Karen says collecting data is key! It helps community members paint a 
picture of what is happening currently to create concern.  

• Dan discusses the idea of community ownership, mentioning Nobel Prize 
Winner Eleanor Ostrom (an IU Grad). Indiana is persistently low in health 
data ratings as compared to all other states in the union. As a result, 
paradigms shifts need to occur toward being less tolerant of our health and 
education shortcomings. How do we think about this from a social injustice 
perspective? Is health a right? Is education a right? Challenge the 
community to think in new ways. 

• Brian suggests finding community members who are passionate around this 
issue (instead of trying to convince those who are not) and inspire them to 
be leaders. Focus on positive voices! 

• Karen suggests the need for “servant leaders” to lead this work in 
communities and give them a voice, instead of a top-down corporate model, 
which is not as effective for community organizing. 

• How can we get radio and TV stations to collaborate, in all corners of the 
state, to get the word out about ECE? Need to get everyone speaking the 
same language.  

 
Q: What are some concrete steps? Where do you start? What are key 
challenges and how do you avoid stagnation? 
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• Cory describes their process down in Vanderburgh: First step was to create 
a case study for why ECE matters and do a community health assessment 
to get buy-in from stakeholders (parents, educators, business leaders, etc.). 
Next, collaborate with organizations who may already be doing this work 
(school corporations, hospitals, local United Ways, etc.) and determine 
where gaps exist (kids who fall through the cracks or who are not served by 
existing programs). Then, determine the geographic areas most lacking in 
services.  

• When starting this work, think outside the box beyond the “usual” suspects 
(types of collaborative partners). Create “heat maps” to display data visually. 
Know your audience. Make yourself aware of the data tools that are out 
there to use. And, don’t forget about the power of the media! 

• The Indiana Association of United Ways could be a key resource. 
Community organizing around ECE is a current focus of theirs. 

• Start by creating a report on the basic health and education needs in the 
community. Dan suggests partnering with hospital organizations that are 
required to do periodic community assessments and get access to their 
data. Why re-invent the wheel?  

• Organize a summit with partner organizations and ECE providers to learn 
about what is happening in the community right now. Summits are a way to 
periodically regroup. Discuss barriers and challenges to community building 
and share the data and strengths that each organization brings to the table. 

• Karen shared the success of her county’s extensive drop out prevention pilot 
program. Had 90 kids dropping out each year, but that number is receding. 
This year, an agreement was reached with their county’s secondary school 
corporation and Ivy Tech (which is the backbone organization of the drop 
out prevention program) and out of that came a model that could be funded: 
For every kid that graduates high school and is recruited to Ivy Tech, school 
corporation gets money. Could use a similar model in pre-K: for every kid 
that is not retained or needs special education, money could be given back 
to the school corporation.  

• Discussion around the need for start-up funding for communities without any 
ECE infrastructure. It could be used to help align with other efforts already 
underway, like health initiatives, as a starting point.  

 
Q: What data is needed that you are having trouble getting hold of? 

• Kindergarten Entry or Readiness Assessment data 

• State-Agency Level data 
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• There are both legislative and funding barriers to get it all state data 
coordinated and into one centralized system, but the Indiana Network of 
Knowledge (INK) is facilitating that now says Melanie. Progress is being 
made but it can be quite slow. 

• Dan mentions that data sources should be made publicly available, easily 
accessible, and very user friendly whenever possible, or they will not have 
the desired community impact.  

• To create community awareness, you don’t need “perfect” data. You just 
need it to create enough concern to start the conversation and move people 
to action. 
 

Q: How do we harness the strength in community initiatives to use kindergarten 
readiness assessments? Is there an outcry to use the same one?  

• Discussion on the need to fine-tune messaging regarding the use of 
KEAs/KRAs. Their intended purpose is not to keep kids from going to 
kindergarten, but that is often the takeaway message for parents/teachers 
when not communicated clearly. KEAs/KRAs are simply communication 
tools that help determine where children are in the readiness process.  

 
Other Takeaways: 
ü Measure the outcomes you have!  
ü Determine how to effectively communicate outcomes back to your 

community and to your policy makers as well, to construct a state-level 
perspective.  

ü Find a backbone organization to help drive the work. 
ü Create lasting relationships between the ECE community and K-12 school 

community and share data.  
ü Have data showing ECE results from the very beginning.  
ü Consider partnerships with libraries for kindergarten readiness and literacy 

initiatives.  
ü Train more providers to use ISTAR-KR to collect student data. 
ü Use student tracking number (STN) to track data on students throughout 

their school career. 
ü Potential process for building consensus:  

o Develop a key message 
o Identify the current state of the community 
o Identify goals, needs, strengths 
o Identify who is already in the arena doing the work  
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o Establish partnerships 
o Expand your messaging 
o Seek funding 
o Use the media; use champions in your community! 

 
Next Meeting: Monday, August 10, 1:00 – 3:00 pm 
Location: Wayne Township Preschool, 31155 South High School Road, Indianapolis,  
Conference Call #: 877-422-1931; code 8938051085 

 


