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Research consistently shows that the most rapid
period of brain development occurs in the first
years of life, when a baby’s brain forms more than a
million new neural connections every second. This
cognitive, social, and emotional growth is critical for
later success in school and the workplace. Despite
this crucial time in a child’s development, each year
an estimated three million children across the US
risk arriving at Kindergarten without the cognitive,
social, and emotional skills they need to learn and
be successful throughout school and in life.1
The National Collaborative for Infants and Toddlers
(NCIT) is a specialized effort designed to ensure
that young children are developmentally on track
for school by age three. NCIT is composed of
29 communities throughout the United States.
Kent County is one of these NCIT communities.
Additionally, Kent County was selected as one of 13
communities to be awarded a specific grant for a
Pritzker Fellow.
1 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University: http://developingchild.
harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/brain-architecture
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Pritzker Fellows Program

below.2

The Pritzker Fellows Program is part of NCIT and
was designed to build catalytic leadership capacity
in communities in order to develop and drive
implementation of an ambitious prenatal to age 3
(PN-3) agenda. The Pritzker Children’s Initiative
provided two years of funding in combination
with local funding from the Kellogg Foundation to
support the Pritzker Fellow position in Kent County.
Having a Pritzker Fellow enabled communities to
meet the need for dedicated staff to catalyze and
sustain community efforts aimed at prioritizing a
strong start for infants and toddlers by ensuring a
healthy start at birth, stronger support of families
and expanded access to high-quality care and
learning environments. Anissa Eddie came into the
Kent County Pritzker Fellow role in August 2018.

Kent County has a robust early childhood system
with key convening partners including First Steps
Kent, KConnect, Talent 2025, Kent Intermediate
School District, the Kent County Health Department
and the Great Start Collaborative. In addition to
these partners, there are many organizations and
individuals who are active champions for early
childhood in Kent County.

Kent County is located in West Michigan and
includes a mix of urban, suburban and rural
communities. The total population is 653,786 with
26,076 children ages 0-3. Kent County includes
urban, suburban and rural areas and about 26%
of residents are People of Color. The median
household income is $60,351 and about 10,858
children 0-3 live in households at 200% FPL or

As Kent County’s Pritzker Fellow, Anissa Eddie
was in a shared position with First Steps Kent
and KConnect. Each Pritzker Fellow was asked to
identify local community goals that were aligned
with NCIT’s outcomes framework (visualized on
page 4). Fellows then received technical support
to help advance the community’s goals related to
improved outcomes for infants and toddlers. This
report offers an overview of the four goals that were
part of Kent County’s Action Plan and provides
information about progress and reach in each goal
area. Additionally, this report includes community
recommendations for ongoing early childhood
systems building work in Kent County and beyond.

2 United States Census Bureau
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Prenatal to Three Outcomes Framework
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Action Plan, Progress, Reach & Recommendation
The National Collaborative for Infants & Toddlers (NCIT), funded by the Pritzker Children’s Initiative, has
a bold vision to ensure all families have the support they need to give their infants and toddlers a strong
foundation for success in school and life. As part of the NCIT action planning process, each community
identified one or more indicators from the Prenatal to Three Outcomes Framework to focus on and track
throughout the course of the Fellowship. The NCIT recognizes that the impact of community projects is
much more than a number on a page and that the work cannot possibly be captured in single metrics.
However, it is still very important to track reach and impact as it helps illuminate where we started, what
we’ve done and the impact that has been made.
To better demonstrate the “reach” of Kent County’s Pritzker Fellowship Action Plan, new investments and
new systems building activities have been included as part of the reporting structure.

Key
Numbers

#

Percentages

%

Investments

$

Systems Building

+
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Data Systems
Goal: Complete a detailed plan for the creation of shared and integrated early childhood data systems that
will be inter-operable and enable cross-sector partners to make equitable decisions resulting in improved
outcomes for infants and toddlers in Kent County.

Progress
Early Childhood Data Strategy Team

The Pritzker Fellow convened and facilitated an early childhood data strategy team in response
to the Data Systems goal. The team identified the following “why” statement to guide their work:
“Normalize a data sharing culture among data contributing and data using organizations that will
equip the community to eliminate disparities in Kent County”.

The early childhood data strategy team decided to employ a locally developed data sharing concept
known as the Community Data Trust (CDT)3. The CDT is described as a “permanent governance and
support structure to support and coordinate and facilitate data sharing and shared measurement in
Kent County”. Although the CDT can be applied widely across multiple systems, the early childhood
data strategy team determined that starting with a focused pilot would be the best way to test
the concept and apply the learnings to future expansions. A group of local home visiting provider
programs that was convening as part of a countywide evaluation project, agreed to pilot the CDT
as a continuation of their collaboration. One of the primary goals of the CDT is to inspire a data
sharing culture. In that spirit, the home visiting provider partners were asked to identify proxy data
3 Carlson, Neil. 2017. “Envisioning a culture of community data sharing: A vision for Kent County, Michigan from KConnect and its stakeholders”stakeholders.”
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measures that they would all agree to collect
and share. Each participating home visiting
program had similar objectives, but they also
operated with distinct differences. These
differences had previously been a barrier
to having shared and integrated data that
would provide a full, countywide view of the
home visiting system.
The Pritzker Fellow convened representatives
from the home visiting programs along with
the early childhood data strategy team to cocreate the pilot and identify proxy measures
that all programs could align with for the
purposes of deeper data sharing, systemic
evaluation and programmatic collaboration.
First Steps Kent contracted the Center for
Social Research at Calvin University to
provide technical assistance support and
Quickbase was identified as the technical
platform for the project.
As the involved partners prepared to launch
the CDT pilot, Kent County also found itself
in the midst of coordinating the initial award
cycles for the Ready by Five Early Childhood
Millage that had been passed by voters

in 2018. The first round of millage funds
was focused entirely on system navigation
and outreach services. These funds
were awarded in September 2019 to four
community organizations. Although all of the
navigation and outreach services will include
elements of data sharing, one specific early
childhood data integration component will
be developed through the implementation of
Help Me Grow in Kent County. The second
round of millage funding included three
program areas: Home Visiting & Healthy
Development, Play and Learn Communities
and Healthy & Safe Home Programming.
In this round, funding was awarded to 23
organizations in February 2020.
The Ready by Five Millage provides a
unique opportunity to not only create
data sharing infrastructure, but also
require funded partners to participate in
specific data collection protocols and data
reporting practices. The majority of the
home visiting provider partners that had
agreed to participate in the CDT pilot project
were awarded millage funds in the second
allocation round. As a result, they became
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part of the new infrastructure for contributing data through the defined millage requirements
which automatically create more shared and integrated data infrastructure. First Steps Kent Chief
Operating Officer, Heather Boswell, has led the Ready by Five Early Childhood Millage Team in
coordinating and executing this important work.
Through conversations with First Steps Kent staff and community partners, the decision was made
to pause the Community Data Trust pilot project. It was paused due to changes in the landscape and
the acknowledgment of realistic capacity. There were concerns that continuation of the CDT pilot
would feel duplicative in some ways to the data work that would be occurring in connection to the
millage. This pivot was an example of how goals and activities must be flexible and responsive to
the ever-changing needs of the community.
It should be noted that the work partners did in relation to the Community Data Trust pilot very much
informed the data collection elements that will be connected to the Ready by Five Millage.

Ready by Five Early Childhood Millage

To date, there have been two rounds of Ready by Five Millage funds allocated to 24 organizations
in Kent County with a total investment of $10 million. The Ready by Five Early Childhood Millage
has contributed to more shared and integrated early childhood data systems by creating a standard
data collection processes including common definitions, common data fields and a standardized
reporting template that will allow us to disaggregate data across service partners. This will enable
the use of data collectively to determine gaps and improve services, and the implementation of
an outcome rating card reimbursement that supports agencies working towards provider-level
outcomes.

Reach
•
•
•
•

8 partner organizations in Community Data Trust Pilot (#)
$5,000 Contract with CSR ($)
24 millage funded partners representing 2,000 new children served (#)
Development of new data sharing infrastructure with the Kent County Health Department and
the Community Data and Research Lab at Grand Valley State University’s Johnson Center (+)
• New relationship with Social Finance to establish performance based payments for millage
funded programs that serve children and families who are most marginalized (+)

Recommendations

• Complete and maintain the early childhood data dashboard in partnership with KConnect
• Create data dashboard training modules and promote for organizations who would like to have
staff trained
• Promote data filtering tool (see appendix B)
• Apply learnings from the Ready by Five Early Childhood Mileage to create a more robust
Community Data Trust with data sharing agreement templates and community feedback loops
• Reward transparency and continuous quality improvement
• Apply collective impact approaches in response to data
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Healthy Births

Goal: Launch a community-based doula program
pilot as part of a larger strategy to diversify the
healthcare workforce in Kent County, decrease
disparate birth outcomes for women of color and
increase the percentage of babies born at a healthy
birthweight (2,500 grams or more) countywide.

Progress
Birth Equity Strategy Team

The Pritzker Fellow convened and facilitated the
Birth Equity Strategy Team as they developed
the Birth Equity through Doulas of Color
Strategy. The strategy was affirmed by the
KConnect network in November 2018. As part
of the planned strategy, the Pritzker Fellow
established a Memorandum of Agreement
between the primary partners who were
supporting the launch of a community-based
doula program pilot. Those partners include:
KConnect (convener), Baxter Community Center
(incubation site) and HealthConnect One (TA
partner). In addition, United Way agreed to

serve as the fiscal sponsor for the strategy. This
funding arrangement fosters collaboration as
multiple partners can be directly engaged in the
work and the funds can be easily distributed
among them.

Health System Partnership

A local health care system (Mercy Health Saint
Mary’s) received an internal grant from their
hospital foundation that will allow them to offer
doula services to the Black/African American
mothers who they serve in their Obstetrics and
Gynecology Department. After learning about
this, the Pritzker Fellow met with Mercy Health
Saint Mary’s staff and established a partnership.
Should the internal doula program be successful
and require additional capacity, the communitybased doulas who train through the Birth Equity
through Doulas of Color pilot can be a resource.
Both efforts will work together to promote the
broader strategic goal of increasing diversity
within the health care workforce and improving
culturally responsive care. A health system
partnership has also been established with
Strong Beginnings. Strong Beginnings is a
9

federal Healthy Start program created in 2004
to improve the health and well-being of African
American and Latinx women, men, and their
babies, from pregnancy through early childhood.
Strong Beginnings will serve as a primarily
referral source for the new community-based
doula program as doula services can provide
an additional support to expectant families that
compliments the services provided by Strong
Beginnings programming.

Funding

The Pritzker Fellow played a key role in writing
and submitting grants to the Steelcase
Foundation and the Michigan Health
Endowment Fund. Both grant applications were
fully funded for a total of $190,000 to help start
the pilot program. Conversations with additional
funding partners including the Kellogg
Foundation, Spectrum Health and Chemical
Bank are ongoing.

Communication & Marketing Materials

The Pritzker Fellow worked with the
Communications Manager at First Steps Kent to
design informational and recruitment materials
that will be used to promote the doula work. The
Communications Manager at KConnect helped
to create informational videos and coordinate
media releases

Staff and Contractors

The Pritzker Fellow led the search process
for the Community-Based Doula Program
Manager who will start her position on
August 24, 2020. The Pritzker Fellow also
established contracts with a third party
evaluator and a birth work supervisor
in addition to the technical assistance
contact with HealthConnect One and
the incubation partnership with Baxter
Community Center.
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Reach

• 18 collaborative partners/organizations
• $190,00 new grant funds with more to come
• New partnerships defined through contracts
and MOUs (+)
• Baxter and Heart of West Michigan
United Way
• Baxter, KConnect & HealthConnect One
• Baxter and De La Flor Midwifery
• KConnect & Proponents, LLC
• New position - Community-Based Doula
Program Manager (+)
• Increasing and diversifying the doula pipeline
(+)
• 275 babies projected to benefit annually (#)

Recommendations

• Establish a strong system to track and share
data
• Structure the evaluation to focus on both
programmatic and systemic outcomes
• Extend learnings related to culturally
responsive care and workforce diversification
across the healthcare system
• Participate in policy and advocacy efforts in
support of the doula profession and access
(insurance coverage)
• Establish a local peer network for doulas of
color

Child Care

Goal: Identify a multi-pronged
approach to increase infant and
toddler access to high quality
childcare by prioritizing the needs
of both families and providers
through shared services for
childcare providers (especially
in-home providers) and
supporting the continuous quality
improvement of providers through
the Great Start to Quality program.

Progress
Shared Services

The Pritzker Fellow joined the
statewide shared services
advisory committee and
. coordinated the search
process to hire the Project
Manager for Kent County’s
local Shared Services pilot project that was
established in October 2019.
The Pritzker Fellow has facilitated the Shared
Services Stakeholder Advisory Team and
continued to collaborate with the Shared
Services Project Manager in the areas of
strategic planning and stakeholder engagement.

Strategic Communication

The Pritzker Fellow was part of a subcommittee
that consulted on the creation of social media
videos to promote participation in the local child
care quality rating system, Great Start to Quality.
Videos were designed to target child care
providers and parents/families. The videos were
in both English and Spanish.
The Pritzker Fellow also supported Great
Start to Quality staff in the area of strategic

communication by facilitating meetings
with their team and the First Steps Kent
Communication Manager. Through this
collaboration, the Great Start to Quality team
was able to establish an E-Newsletter template
for consistent use, develop a branded header
and coordinate aligned messaging with the
early childhood system partners shared content
calendar.

Fostering Innovative Partnerships

The Pritzker Fellow helped to establish a
contact with the Center for Social Research
(CSR) at Calvin University. “CSR collaborates
with campus and community partners to
support evidence-based decisions through
innovative social-scientific research. CSR aims
to be a valued learning partner for academic,
public-sector, nonprofit, religious, and business
organizations seeking wisdom-driven social
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research and development.”4 CSR has proven to
be a valuable thought partner and their process
design work has helped to create a unique
database to help plan and track the Shared
Services work.
SpringGR is a local entrepreneurship bootcamp
model that helps local entrepreneurs bring
an idea from concept to reality. It also helps
established business owners improve and
evolve with their businesses. The Pritzker Fellow
connected with Start Garden to explore how
the entrepreneurship bootcamp model might
be leveraged to recruit new child care providers
and help current child care providers strengthen
their business models. This new strategy was
highlighted in recent funding proposals and
should be implemented in the near future.

Pritzker Grants

The Pritzker Fellow sat on the steering
committee for the Pritzker state level grant work
and served as the Child Care Action Team CoLead along with parent-leader, Cressie Vargo.
The steering committee coordinated action
team meetings across the state to help garner
input and feedback for the early childhood
policy agenda that was being developed with
the support of the planning grant that Michigan
was awarded through the Pritzker Children’s
Initiative. Michigan’s planning grant was
successful and the state was awarded a multiyear implementation grant.

Kent Child Care Crisis Response Team
On March 20, 2020 the Kent Child Care Crisis
Response Team was formed in response to
Governor Gretchen Whitmer’s COVID-19 Child
4 Calvin Center for Social Research Website. 2020.
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Care Executive Order (2020-16) and the Stay at
Home Executive Order (2020-21) that followed.
The purpose of this team is to coordinate
efforts and align activities in order to provide
comprehensive service and support to Kent
County child care providers and Kent County
families in need of child care. The team includes
representatives from:
• The Local Child Care Provider Community
• Kent ISD
• Grand Rapids Community College
• Great Start to Quality Kent Resource Center
(GSQ)
• Camp Fire West Michigan 4C
• Great Start Collaborative
• Head Start for Kent County
• Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative
(ELNC)
• First Steps Kent
• KConnect
• Kent County Shared Services Alliance (Pilot
Project)
• Talent 2025
• Kent County Health Department
• Michigan Department of Licensing and
Regulatory Affairs (LARA) and Refugee
Education Center
• Bethany Christian Services

The Pritzker Fellow convened and facilitated weekly virtual meetings for the team to share updates
on federal, state, and local COVID-19 information and executive orders related to child care. Through
the virtual meetings, the Kent Child Care Crisis Response Team is able to illuminate needs, identify
resources, and coordinate response efforts. Accomplishments to date include:

1. 1. Child Care Placement Coordination

• The Crisis Team partnered with Kent ISD to connect families in need of child care to open child
care providers through a central intake and referral process
• The Crisis Team also and connected open child care providers to Kent ISD

2. 2. Family Resource Support

• While most child care providers were closed, the Crisis Team helped families connect to needed
resources that they would typically get through their child care and early education programs
such as food, formula and diapers

3. 3. Child Care Provider Need Assessments

• The team helped to develop and disseminate numerous surveys to assess local needs and
elevate provider voice

4. 4. Resource Information Dissemination

• Website pages were created to share information related to child care and connect child care
providers to financial resources

5. 5. Child Care Provider Supply Distribution

• The Crisis Team secured funding from the Heart of West Michigan United Way Coronavirus
Response Fund to purchase bulk supplies directly from Gordon Food Service
• The Crisis Team cultivated partnerships with local organizations and businesses to support the
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supply distribution
• Head Start of Kent County served as a hub site
• Amway donated 1,500 bottles of hand sanitizer
• Meijer donated 1,000 paper bags
• Office of Great Start donated 6,000 masks
• Kent County provided discounted rates to purchase touchless thermometers and
hand sanitizer
• An order form was sent to open providers and they were able to pick up supplies from
head start each week
• Supplies included, food, paper products, cleaning supplies and PPE
• A local Play & Learn program through Grand Rapids Community College also
joined the distribution to distribute, books and materials to providers to be used
with children in care
• Crisis Team members and their staff volunteer each week to run the distribution
• The weekly distribution ran for 12 weeks and then the Crisis Team transitioned to
connecting child care providers directly with suppliers to access needed supplies
(at no or low cost whenever possible)

6. 6. Sharing of Health and Safety Information

• When health and safety guidance was released for child care facilities, the Crisis Team
created Health Screen Protocol Posters that will be printed, laminated and disseminated
to all Kent County child care providers
• The posters were created and printed in English, Spanish, Swahili, Kinyarwanda,
Burmese and Arabic
• The Kent County Health Department developed a COVID-19 Child Care Toolkit that was
disseminated by the Crisis Team

7. 7. Advocacy

• The Crisis Team created and disseminated a one-page handout on child care
messaging and a one-page handout on child care advocacy
• The Crisis Team developed policy and funding recommendations that were shared with
the Kent County Administrator’s Office and the Kent County Commission to help advise
the allocation of CARES Act funding
• The Crisis Team hosted a virtual meeting with Michigan legislators on July 20, 2020 to
elevate concerns related to the impact of COVID-19 on the child care industry and to
share ideas on how policy and funding can support the child care industry
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Reach
•
•
•
•
•
•

7% increase participation in GSQ (%)
Supported aligned communication structure (+)
$46,000 awarded Coronavirus Relief Funds ($)
179 of providers served representing 3,039 children (#)
$1.2 million of local CARES Act funding allocated to child care ($)
New relationships with state legislators (+)
• Senator Winnie Brinks
• Representative Bill Huizenga
• Representative Rachel Hood
• Representative Rob VerHulen

Recommendations
•
•
•
•
•

Maintain the Kent Child Care Crisis Response Team
Connect ongoing crisis response work to Shared Services
Invest in facilitation and project management support to maximize effectiveness
Harness momentum for policy and advocacy at the state level
Engage in Power to the Profession efforts
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Political Will & Engagement
Goal: Maintain a cross-sector workgroup that
utilizes a collective impact approach to improve
equitable outcomes for children in Kent County
from prenatal to Third Grade. This group will
convene quarterly for the purposes of improving
system level coordination and alignment while also
assisting with the design and implementation of
systemic strategies aimed at improving the health
and effectiveness of Kent County’s early childhood
systems.

Progress

Ready By Five Early Childhood Millage
The Pritzker Fellowship began in the midst
of the educational campaign for the Ready
by Five Early Childhood Millage. First Steps
Kent led the campaign and many individuals
and organizations collaborated to help the
community understand the value of dedicated
early childhood funding. The Pritzker Fellow
became a spokesperson for the campaign
speaking at the campaign launch event
and participating in various interviews and
presentations.

16

Kent County voters overwhelmingly approved
the Ready by Five Early Childhood Proposal
in November 2018, making Kent County
the first county in Michigan with tax dollars
collected specifically to support early childhood
programming. The millage is funded by a .25 mil
property tax increase that will generate about
$5.7 million a year from 2019 to 2024 for a total
of $34 million.

Prenatal to 3rd Grade Workgroup

The Pritzker Fellow provided facilitation and
project management support for
KConnect’s Prenatal to 3rd Grade (PN3)
Workgroup. The Workgroup includes over 40
individuals representing a wide cross-sector
of stakeholders. The goal of the Workgroup is
to create an environment where all children
in Kent County thrive and explore their full
potential, beginning with prenatal education for
parents and working toward 3rd Grade reading
proficiency. PN3 specifically seeks to develop
strategies that address the systemic barriers
that create disparities for children of color and
those from low-income homes. The Workgroup
meets quarterly to share information on the
“state of the early system” and serve as a

sounding board, resource hub and barrier buster
for early childhood systems building in Kent
County. The Prenatal to 3rd Grade Workgroup
is connected to KConnect’s full cradle to career
continuum.5 The KConnect network includes
over 600 individuals representing 250 unique
organizations. The entire network is invited to
convene twice a year to hear progress updates,
foster collaborations and make collective
decisions. During the Pritzker Fellowship, the
PN3 Workgroup was able to present updates
and strategies to the entire KConnect network at
three of the full KConnect Network meetings.

CivicLab Partnership

In October 2019, the Pritzker Fellow invited
a group of early childhood stakeholders to
participate in a two-day workshop facilitated
by an organization called CivicLab. CivicLab
defines themselves as, “an institute dedicated
to advancing the practice of civic collaboration.
Led by a team of pragmatic practitioners,
CivicLab creates the tools and frameworks
that form the underlying foundation for the
practice of community collaboration. CivicLab’s
approach is to learn what makes community
collaboration work at its best, document the
discoveries, and teach and share the practices
broadly.
The purpose of the work is to help communities
increase their collective capacity—which is their
ability to get things done, together.”6 Workshop
participants utilized CivicLab’s systemsbuilding framework to create a workplan for
2020. The workshop was very informative,
and the team identified the following goal for
2020: Explore how to bridge early childhood
systems work with authentic family and
community engagement. One of the first things
the leadership group decided to do in response
to this goal was to ensure that half of the 2020

5 https://k-connect.org/
6 https://econetworks.org/civiclab-our-way-of-working-together/

Workgroup meetings would take place in the
evening and include dinner and child care to
create more accessibility for parent/family
participation. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted
some of the planned implementation with in
person meetings being suspended. However, the
PN3 Workgroup remains committed to finding
creative ways to operationalize the 2020 goal.

State and Local Partnership

The participation of the Pritzker Fellow on the
steering committee for the Pritzker State grant
created new opportunities for connection and
alignment between the work of Kent County
and the state level work. The Pritzker Fellow
was closely connected to the development of
Michigan’s statewide early childhood policy
agenda and was also able to utilize the October
PN3 Workgroup meeting as an opportunity to
convene stakeholders for a feedback session
on the policy agenda. This feedback session
was well attended with representatives from
three counties. The Pritzker Fellow facilitated
an additional feedback session at Head Start of
Kent County which included both practitioners
and parents. The local stakeholders were
energized by the early childhood policy agenda
and expressed broad support for the policy
17

agenda priorities. Which include:
1. Ensure that race, income or zip code does not determine a child’s destiny in Michigan.
2. Develop a statewide, cross-sector infant-toddler workforce strategy.
3. Expand enrollment in and access to high quality child care, early intervention, home visiting and
preventative care services.
4. Strengthen how families learn about and access programs and services.
5. Actively support efforts led by partners and allies that positively impact infants and toddlers and
their families.

Advocacy

The Pritzker Fellow had numerous opportunities for advocacy training through the Fellowship
convenings, the Center for the Study of Social Policy, the Michigan League for Public Policy Boot Camp,
the Michigan Association for the Education of Young Children and the All Our Kin Policy Cohort. As a
result of being equipped through these organizations, the Pritzker Fellow was able to collaborate with
colleagues in advocacy efforts related to the impact of COVID-19. These efforts included:
• Participating in a constituent meeting with Michigan State Senator, Winnie Brinks
• The development of a one page messaging document and a one page advocacy document
specific to child care
• The creation of a policy and funding recommendation document that included advisement on
CARES funding allocations and was shared with both county and state level decision makers
• The participation of 4 state legislators in a virtual meeting with the Kent Child Care Crisis
Response Team

Spreading Hope and Encouragement

After attending the Michigan Association for the
Education of Young Children’s Policy
Forum in March 2020 and participating in an
advocacy meeting with State Senator
Winnie Brinks, The Pritzker Fellow asked
Senator Brinks to make a formal tribute in
honor of the “Week of the Young Child” which
is celebrated annually during the week of
April 13-17. After Senator Brinks agreed, the
Pritzker Fellow coordinated a campaign entitled
“Hope Bubbles Up”. This campaign invited
local families to record videos of their infants,
toddlers and young children blowing bubbles as
a sign of hope and solidarity.
These videos were combined with a recording
message from Senator Brinks announcing
the tribute. The “Hope Bubbles Up” video was
then shared widely through social media.
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The Pritzker Fellow also facilitated a crosssector early childhood communications team.
In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the team
created a social media campaign with the goal
of supporting parents and caregivers with
encouraging messages and promoting the
theme of “You Got This”.”7 The “You Got This”
messaging is phase one of a two part plan. The
second part will focus on connecting families
to resources to continue supporting their
child’s development in the absence of access
to typical supports such as child care, play
groups, libraries, playgrounds, home visits and
preschools.

Reach

• $34 million of dedicated early childhood funding
through the ready by Five Millage ($)
• $10 million Ready by Five Millage funds
allocated to date ($)
• 16 new partners intentionally
recruited for PN3 (+)
• Over 6,000 children 0-3 served by
PN3 partner programs (#)
• Pritzker State Planning Grant and
Implementation Grant ($)
• MI received a 9 month planning
grant and then was one of 14
states to get the multi-year
implementation grant
• P3-C coalition (over 950 members)
connected state and local work (+)
• Nearly 5,000 people reached so
far through the “You Got This”
campaign (#)

•

•

•

•

work (the work of Ibram X. Kendi includes
applicable resources)8
Foster strategic connections between
parent leadership networks, the Great Start
Collaborative, the Great Start Parent Coalition,
First Steps Kent, KConnect and the Michigan
League for Public Policy
Expand Advocacy Boot Camp model that the
Michigan League for Public Policy offers and
encourage early childhood stakeholders to
participate
Continue offering technical assistance to
organizations that want to operationalize the
Manifesto for Race Equity & Parent Leadership
In Early Childhood Systems
Advocate for the policy priorities being
promoted through Michigan’s statewide early
childhood policy agenda.
•

8 https://www.ibramxkendi.com/

Recommendations

• Apply an antiracist framework to
early childhood systems building

7 https://www.firststepskent.org/YouGotThis?utm_
source=Early+Childhood+Partners&utm_campaign=2ca653110b-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_10_17_08_13_
COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_770b8f9cea-2ca653110b-521226017
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Additional Accomplishments
The following two projects fell outside the specific
Pritzker Fellow Action Plan goals, but are still worth
noting as they were led by the Pritzker Fellow and
have a direct connection to supporting infants,
toddlers and families.

Early Literacy
Progress
Literacy Landscape Convenings
There is significant consensus across various
stakeholder groups that 3rd grade reading
proficiency is an important focus area for
community efforts. As a result, there are
numerous efforts underway. However, these
efforts are often disconnected. This presented
an opportunity to convene partners engaged in
these efforts so that the work can be aligned
and coordinated for maximum impact. The
Pritzker Fellow collaborated with KConnect, First
Steps Kent and Western Michigan University to
bring representatives from each of the literacy
improvement efforts together along with
additional stakeholders to consider how their
work could be more coordinated.
The first Kent County Literacy Landscape
Convening was held in August 2019. A presurvey was conducted asking local literacyfocused organizations to report on their
program goals, activities, target populations,
geographic reach and outcome measures. At the
convening, attendees learned more about the
various literacy focused efforts and initiatives
that were active in Kent County. They also
engaged in conversations and activities aimed
at considering opportunities to further advance
literacy across the county while also benefiting
the entire community. The convening resulted

in the development of a common goal that all
attendees co-created and the establishment of
a leadership team to move the work forward.
Leadership Team Members include:
• Jeran Culina, Talent 2025
• Chana Edmond Verley, Camp Fire West
Michigan 4C and Great Start Collaborative
• Wendy Falb, Literacy Center of West
Michigan
• Kathy Glynn, Blue Sky Thinking
• Katie Momber, Kent ISD
• Mike Nassar, Literacy Center of West
Michigan (Co-Chair)
• Joann Riemersma, Ed-Trust Midwest
• Amy Routhier, Western Michigan University
• Amy Walker, SLD Read
• Becca Walsh-Wolfe, Read GR and Tutormate
(Co-Chair)
• Hennie Vaandrager, Kent District Library

Literacy Essential Crosswalk Tool

The leadership team developed a crosswalk tool
that is designed to support community-based
organizations and families self assess the
extent to which their current literacy practices
align with the Literacy Essentials.9 The second
Kent County Literacy Landscape Convening
was held virtually in June 2020. This convening
brought together literacy stakeholders from
across the county including parents, families,
educators, practitioners and community
advocates.
The purpose of the convening was to illuminate
the early literacy landscape in Kent County and
enable more strategic and collaborative efforts.
In light of COVID-19, the leadership team
felt that it was more important than ever for
community-based organizations and schools
to work together as they support children and
families in the area of literacy. Attendees learned
about how early literacy programs in Kent
9 https://literacyessentials.org/
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County were pivoting amidst new realities and
they explored how collective action might be
harnessed to help improve equitable outcomes
for our community’s youngest children.

Next Steps

As a result of the virtual convening, information
was collected to populate an ecosystem
map of the Kent County Literacy Landscape.
Individuals also committed to explore strategic
collaborations and pilot the crosswalk tool.
Additionally, new volunteers joined the
leadership team and a format was developed to
provide regular updates and opportunities to all
literacy stakeholders on a quarterly basis.
The next step is to begin implementing the
strategy. The Literacy Center of West Michigan
has agreed to incubate this initial work after
funding is secure. Implementation plans
include, piloting the crosswalk tool and offering
opportunities for participating organizations and
families to join communities of practice, engage
in targeted professional development or attend
targeted trainings - all based on the crosswalk
tool results. A group of literacy partners will
also be convened to participate in a facilitated

•
•
•
•
•

session aimed at helping them explore and plan
strategic collaborations using the ecosystem
framework. In addition a subcommittee of the
leadership team will be organizing content
so that it can be incorporated into funding
requests. Funding will support the following
costs and activities:
The Literacy Center of West Michigan staff
capacity
Technical Assistance for the crosswalk tool pilot
and follow-up support
Facilitation
Evaluation
Translation and Interpreters
The leadership team is also exploring a
partnership with the General Education
Leadership Network. This group led the research
that resulted in the creation of the Literacy
Essentials and they are interested in also
investigating research questions to consider
how the Essential Practices might translate to
application in community-based organizations
and the home environment.
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Reach

• 90 partners engaged (#)
• 9 organizations/families agreed to pilot the
crosswalk tool (+)
• Established greater connection between
community-based organizations and families
around the Literacy Essentials - aligns with
the schools and the state (+)

Recommendations

• This work should be generously funded as an
innovative strategy that is very timely as many
children are now being educated in their home
environments through distance learning
• Develop communities of practice in alignment
with the Kent Literacy Landscape Strategy
• Contract with community based organizations
to offer technical assistance and training for
the various essential practices
• Coordinate with campaigns that are already
underway

Talking to Kids about Race
Progress
Talking to Kids About Race Workshop

The Pritzker Fellow was approached by the
Lakeshore Ethnic Diversity Alliance (LEDA)10
and asked to help update a training module and
workbook designed to help parents, caregivers
and early childhood educators talk to young
children about race. The Pritzker Fellow worked
with LEDA staff to update the workshop module
and co-facilitated a training using the new
workshop content for Michigan Association for
the Education of Young Children (MAEYC) in
November 2019.

Talking to Kids About Race ebook

The Pritzker Fellow was also able to help
reimagine the original workbook and create a
more comprehensive e-book in collaboration

10 https://ethnicdiversity.org/
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with community consultants. The Pritzker
Fellow was also able to bring two local women
into the project to provide illustrations and
graphic design. The ebook is available for
purchase on Amazon.

Reach

• 42 child care providers/early childhood
educators at the Michigan Association for
the Education of Young Children (MAEYC)
training (#)
• 2,000 projected to reach through ebook anticipating 500 books sold x 4 children
exposed per book (#)

Recommendations

• Kent ISD invest in providing training and
access to the ebook for early childhood
program staff/partners including the Great
Start Readiness Program, Great Start to
Quality and Bright Beginnings
• The Great Start Collaboartive’s Nurturing
Parent Power Workgroup connect parents/
families to this resource

Systems Build Recommendations:
Activate a Systemsness Approach
The saying, “It takes a village”, is commonly used
in reference to raising and caring for children.
Although the exact origins of the saying are
unknown, the truth of the concept can be traced
back to various parts of the world in many
different time periods. One possible origin link
is a Kijita (Wajita) proverb which says ‘“Omwana
ni wa bhone,” meaning regardless of a child’s
biological parent(s) its upbringing belongs to
the community.”11 This proverb is a powerful
example of how all children should be considered
“our children”. Systems and communities have
a collective responsibility to be the village
11 Goldberg, Joel. It Takes A Village To Determine The Origins Of An African
Proverb. 2016.

that enables all children to thrive and access
opportunity.
The concept of “systemsness” brings the village
mentality into the 21st century. According to
CivicLab, Systemness is “a habit of mind enabling
people to learn, think and work together in new
ways because they can collectively see a systemic
structure that was previously invisible to them.
Systems work is about designing, building, and
leading social systems that better serve all people.
The “system” is the way that we work together...
and it is not transformed by a single solution, but
by an ecosystem of interrelated approaches.”12
Leveraging a “systemsness” approach in
early childhood work is critical to catalysing
transformational change that is equitable and
sustainable. It calls on all stakeholders from
all sectors to see their intersection with early
childhood and bring their piece of the puzzle to the
table. The collective work of discovering how the
pieces can best fit together to dissolve systemic
problems, disrupt disparities and create radical
change is both extremely challenging and deeply
rewarding.
In the process of coming together, hard truths must
be faced about what’s working and what’s not.
Individuals, organizations and systems are invited
to change, grow and evolve. Some things are lost
along the way in systems change work, but the
common goal of creating conditions that improve
the lives and opportunities for all children and
families inspires action and sustains motivation.

rely on from school and child care to playgroups
and libraries. As thousands faced abrupt
unemployment and new income constraints,
access to basic needs such as food and shelter
became even more precarious than it had already
been. While this crisis was deepening, the world
was also flung into a new wave of unrest and
heaviness as racial inequities were explicitly
illuminated by the disparate impact of COVID-19
and the seemingly endless stories of brutality and
violence against Black bodies.
Amidst the fear, uncertainty, grief, anger and pain
of this moment, early childhood partners in Kent
County stepped up. Innovative pivots emerged
and unexpected collaborations formed. Knowing
that the needs of infants, toddlers and families
did not disappear, but rather increased - the
community’s collective power was activated.
There are still many unknowns and much
work ahead, but we are also being given an
invitation. We are invited to abandon systems
that are harming people. We are invited to rebuild
differently. We are invited to listen, unlearn and
be a part of the changes we most want to see. As
we consider how these invitations apply to early
childhood systems building work, the four priority
areas identified by KConnect’s Prenatal to 3rd
Grade Workgroup offer important guidance*:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Listen to families
Embed racial equity in all aspects of the work
Elevate Social-Emotional Health
Prioritize two-generation response
strategies

Call to Action

*Supporting tools can be found in Appendix B
The final months of the Pritzker Fellowship included One additional priority that needs to be added in
the backdrop of two pandemics. The new COVID-19 the call to action is the priority of shifting power.
Too often, decisions that impact young children
health pandemic and the perpetual pandemic of
and families are made based on political agendas,
systemic racism. The health crisis disrupted the
traditional funding models and a scarcity
flow of many supports and services that families
mentality. As a result, change is slow and well
12 Hess, Jack. CivicLab Workshop. 2019.
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intended initiatives and programs frequently
miss that mark in creating real, sustainable
impact. The specific ways to disrupt these
trends will vary depending on numerous factors,
but ultimately, centering those most directly
impacted by the problem being addressed and
utilizing approaches grounded in equity and
antiracism will help to enable power shifts that
honor lived experience and shape systems based
on the expertise of the system users. These four
ideas from Civicus provide a strong starting
point.

1. The Power of Co-Creation: Experts can

identify new and bold ideas that make a lot of
sense on paper but when these are adopted
without contextual know-how, adequate
testing and value verification, they have a
high risk of failing. Building a dedicated space
for co-creation with activists and funders
served exactly this purpose: their knowledge
and lived experience provided key information
that had not been shared before.

2. Context Matters, Always: Blueprint

solutions are usually not useful. Any valid
mechanism to support social change has to
be grounded in the particular experiences,
traditions, political contexts and needs of
a given community or movement and has
to be able to shift and change to adapt
to constantly changing needs. This is
particularly relevant in the case of social
movements.

engaged in the process encouraged funders –
including some from the most progressive and
participatory circles – to be more mindful of and
responsible with their power.

4. Space is a Key Resource: The need for

safe spaces – physical and virtual – where
grassroots movements and other parts of civil
society can meet, cross-pollinate, organize
and share resources, intelligence and other
assets. Be it in the form of a co-working space,
a community self-organized center or a virtual
group, holding these spaces is considered a
precious resource and highly demanded. 13

Final Fellow Note

My work as a Pritzker Fellow in Kent County has
allowed me the opportunity to experience systems
building first hand. I have had the honor of bringing
the “village” together and connecting individuals
and organizations to tools and resources that
enable collaborative efforts. I’m proud of the
progress that has been made and I implore all of
us to keep going - fully embracing all children as
collectively ours. We have to be a village that will
protect, nurture and invest in early childhood. We
are all counting on each other.

3. Keep Power in Check: Support

mechanisms must provide for meaningful
inclusion of diverse actors, especially those
not usually heard. Working groups, task
forces and advisory panels create structures
that perpetuate power, while flexible, open
and inclusive decision-making produces
better results. Several of the activists
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13 Shifting power and resources to grassroots movements. Civicus. July 2019.
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APPENDIX A
Executive Summary
The Pritzker Fellows Program is part of the National Collaborative for Infants and Toddlers (NCIT), a
nationwide effort to prioritize a strong start for infants and toddlers by ensuring a healthy start at birth,
stronger support of families with infants and toddlers and expanded access to high-quality care and
learning environments. As part of the effort, The National Association of Counties, National League
of Cities, Center for the Study of Social Policy, National Institute for Children’s Health Quality (NICHQ)
and StriveTogether are working with community partners in 29 communities that are demonstrating a
commitment to increasing high-quality programs and services for children from birth to age 3. Kent County
is one of these NCIT communities. Additionally, Kent County was selected as one of 13 communities to be
awarded a specific grant for a Pritzker Fellow.
Anissa Eddie has been Kent County’s Pritzker Fellow since 2018 through a shared role with First Steps Kent
and KConnect. As a Pritzker Fellow, Anissa along with many community partners has provided catalytic
leadership to early childhood systems work that is both community-based and connected to a national
movement. The four goals in Kent County’s action plan for the Pritzker fellowship are listed below along
with progress and recommendations.

Action Plan Goals and Progress
1. Increase Capacity for Shared and Integrated Data
•
•
•
•

8 partner organizations in Community Data Trust Pilot (#)
$5,000 Contract with Calvin Center for Social Research ($)
24 millage funded partners representing 2,000 new children served (#)
Development of new data sharing infrastructure with the Kent County Health Department and
the Community Data and Research Lab at Grand Valley State University’s Johnson Center (+)
• New relationship with Social Finance to establish performance based payments for millage
funded programs that serve children and families who are most marginalized (+)
•

1. Increase Access to High Quality Child Care
• Strategic communication strategies were developed to increase participation in the Great Start
to Quality Child Care Rating System
• The Kent County Child Care Crisis Response Team was created to coordinate efforts and align
activities in order to provide comprehensive service and support to Kent County child care
providers in response to the COVID-19 Pandemic.
• Funding and Policy recommendations were presented to county and state level elected officials.
2. Improve Equitable Birth Outcomes
• The Birth Equity Align & Design Team successfully submitted two grant proposals resulting in a
total funding amount of $190,000 to launch a community-based doula pilot program that aims
to increase the number of doulas of color in Kent County while also increasing access to doula
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services for expectant women of color. Ultimately, this systemic strategy aims to close
disparity gaps through diversification of the health care workforce and increasing access to
culturally responsive health services in Kent County.
A new Program Manager position was created for the Community-Based Doula Program and the
position was filled in August 2020.

3. Increase Political Will & Engagement

• KConnect’s Prenatal to 3rd Grade Workgroup was convened quarterly and 16 new members
were added through intentional recruitment
• Four priorities for systems building and advocacy were identified:
• Listen to Families
• Embed Equity
• Elevate Social-Emotional Wellness
• Prioritize Two-Generational Approaches
• Advocacy efforts for strong early childhood policies were conducted with elected officials at
both the local and state level.
• Public awareness was created through the “Hope Bubbles Up” and the “You Got This”
campaign to support and encourage parents and families.

Early Childhood Systems Building Recommendations:
1. Increase Capacity for Shared and Integrated Data

• Complete and maintain the early childhood data dashboard in partnership with KConnect
• Create data dashboard training modules and promote for organizations who would like to
have staff trained
• Promote data filtering tool
• Apply learnings from the Ready by Five Early Childhood Mileage to create a more robust
Community Data Trust with data sharing agreement templates and community feedback
loops
• Reward transparency and continuous quality improvement
• Apply collective impact approaches in response to data

2. Increase Access to High Quality Child Care
•
•
•
•
•

3.
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Maintain the Kent Child Care Crisis Response Team
Connect ongoing work to Shared Services
Invest in facilitation and project management support
Harness momentum for policy and advocacy at the state level
Engage in Power to the Profession efforts

Improve Equitable Birth Outcomes
• Establish a strong system to track and share data
• Structure the evaluation to focus on both programmatic and systemic outcomes

• Extend learnings related to culturally responsive care and workforce diversification across
the healthcare system
• Participate in policy and advocacy efforts in support of the doula profession and access
(insurance coverage)
• Establish a local peer network for doulas of color

4. Increase Political Will & Engagement

• Apply an antiracist framework to early childhood systems building work
• Foster strategic connections between parent leadership networks, the Great Start
Collaborative, the Great Start Parent Coalition, First Steps Kent, KConnect and the Michigan
League for Public Policy
• Expand Advocacy Boot Camp model that the Michigan League for Public Policy offers and
encourage early childhood stakeholders to participate
• Continue offering technical assistance to organizations that want to operationalize the
Manifesto for Race Equity & Parent Leadership In Early Childhood Systems
• Shift Power to honor lived experience and shape systems based on the expertise of the
system users

The progress made through the Pritzker Fellowship was a result of being led by community voice,
fostering inclusive partnerships and working in cross-sector collaborations. It is also clear that
dedicated funding, investment in staff capacity and connections to national supports contribute to
accelerating progress in early childhood systems work. These factors must continue to be elevated
in order to maintain the momentum and continue to increase equitable outcomes for children and
families in Kent County.
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APPENDIX B
Tools & Resources
•

The Vision for Early Childhood In
Kent County

•

Equitable Decisions Making Filter

•

Systemsness Tools

•

Data Filtering Tool

•

Manifesto for Race Equity and
Parent Leadership in Early
Childhood Systems

•

Awake to Woke to Work: Building a
Race Equity Culture

•
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Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center

APPENDIX C

•

Early Childhood Investment Corporation
https://www.ecic4kids.org/

•

Senator Winnie Brinks
https://senatedems.com/brinks/

•

Urban Core Collective
https://www.urbancorecollective.org/

•

Western Michigan University
https://wmich.edu/

•

WGVU Public Media
https://www.wgvu.org/

•

Western Michigan Center for Arts and Technology https://wmcat.org/

•

Public Agency
http://www.publicagency.org/

•

Strong Beginnings
https://www.strongbeginningskent.org/

•

HealthConnect One
https://www.healthconnectone.org/

•

Mercy Health Saint Mary’s
https://www.mercyhealth.com/location/mercy-health-saint-marys

Partner Organizations
•

Pritzker Children’s Initiative
http://pritzkerchildrensinitiative.org/

•

KConnect
https://k-connect.org/

•

First Steps Kent
https://www.firststepskent.org/

•

Center for the Study of Social Policy
https://cssp.org/

•

National League of Cities
https://www.nlc.org/

•

National Association of Counties
https://www.naco.org/

•

Sorenson Impact Center
https://www.sorensonimpact.com/

•

Child Trends
https://www.childtrends.org/

•

Kent ISD
https://www.kentisd.org/

•

Baxter Community Center
http://www.wearebaxter.org/

•

Community Data & Research Lab
https://johnsoncenter.org/services/cdrl/

•

Kent County Health Department
https://www.accesskent.com/Health/

•

•

Great Start Collaborative
https://greatstartkent.org/

•

Calvin Center for Social Research
https://calvin.edu/centers-institutes/center-for-social-research/

Great Start Parent Coalition
https://greatstartkent.org/parent-coalition/

•

•
•

Literacy Center of West Michigan
https://literacycenterwm.org/

•

Talent 2025
http://www.talent2025.org/

Spring GR
https://www.springgr.com/
Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center
https://childandfamilyresearch.utexas.edu/
pn3-prenatal-three-policy-impact-center
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