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This was the question that the North Carolina Early Childhood 
Foundation asked a group of more than 85 representatives from the 
state’s government agencies, nonprofit organizations, the private 
sector, foundations, research institutions and members of the General 
Assembly. All agreed that we could improve outcomes for children and 
families if we had state and local policies and practices aligned around 
and actively advancing a common vision, shared measures of success 
and coordinated strategies that support children’s optimal development 
beginning at birth.

This was the beginning of NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading 
(Pathways), an initiative of the North Carolina Early Childhood 
Foundation in partnership with NC Child, the North Carolina 
Partnership for Children, and BEST NC.

Pathways’ vision is bold—all NC children, regardless of race, ethnicity 
or socioeconomic status, are reading on grade-level by the end of third 
grade—and all children with disabilities achieve expressive and receptive 
communication skills commensurate with their developmental ages— 
so that they have the greatest opportunity for life success. 

INTRODUCTION TO  
THE NC PATHWAYS  
TO GRADE-LEVEL  
READING INITIATIVE

What would be possible if we adopt shared, whole-child, birth-
to-eight measures that put children on a pathway to grade-level 
reading and coordinate strategies to support children’s optimal 
development beginning at birth?
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About NCECF
The North Carolina Early Childhood Foundation is driven by a bold 
vision: Each North Carolina child has a strong foundation for lifelong 
health, education and well-being, supported by a premiere birth-to-
age-eight system. We promote understanding, spearhead collaboration, 
and advance policies to ensure each North Carolina child is on track for 
lifelong success by the end of third grade. 

About Impact Thread
Impact Thread puts the competitive advantage in social good. With a 
background in Industrial and Organizational Psychology, we provide 
insight into organizational and workforce development. We use 
applied analytics, psychological theory, and practitioner research to 
aid organizations in metrics and evaluation, recruitment, retention, 
and workforce intervention. We bring a statistically validated human 
understanding that enhances an organization’s competitive advantage.

This document reflects the process and lessons learned during the first 
phase of the Pathways work—identifying shared, whole-child Measures 
of Success that put children on a pathway to grade-level reading.  
The measures were developed by a Data Action Team—comprising 30 
experts from North Carolina’s leading universities, research institutes, 
government agencies, businesses and think tanks—in partnership with 
a larger group of Pathways stakeholders. The Data Action Team met 
monthly between January 2016 and April 2016.

iiIntroduction to the NC Pathways Grade-Level Reading Initiative





INTRODUCTION
   i ▶  The NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading Initiative 

CREATING LASTING CHANGE
  1 ▶  Creating Lasting Change though Action Teams

CASE STUDY: THE PATHWAYS DATA ACTION TEAM
  4  ▶  Determining Whether an Action Team is What You Need
  5  ▶  Creating the Action Team
  7  ▶  Considering Your Resources
  9  ▶  Determining Your Meeting Format
11  ▶  Equipping Your Action Team
12  ▶  Laying the Ground Rules
13  ▶  Planning Your Presentations and Activities
15  ▶  Building Trust 
16  ▶  Ensuring Effective Facilitation
18  ▶  Ensuring Full Participation
19  ▶  Successfully Managing Conflict
20  ▶  Evaluating the Process and Tracking Your Progress
21  ▶  Engaging Team Members Long-Term

APPENDIX
22  ▶  Data Action Team Description

TABLE OF 
CONTENTS

ivTable of Contents



Creating lasting change requires the sustained engagement of large 
numbers of diverse stakeholders who own, inform, endorse, support and 
implement the policies and practices needed to produce that change. 
As the initiative takes hold and more partners begin to see themselves 
and their work reflected in the goals of the initiative, the larger and more 
diverse—and therefore stronger and more powerful—that stakeholder 
group can grow. And when building support for change and gathering 
input to fuel it, the more stakeholders engaged, the better. 

CREATING  
LASTING CHANGE
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To move the work forward, a robust stakeholder process can use targeted Action Teams 
that branch off as needed to support the stakeholders in making informed decisions. Action 
Teams are smaller than the larger stakeholder group, charged with a specific task that is 
needed to inform the stakeholder work, and are composed of members who bring expertise 
and experience to the task at hand.

To successfully use an Action Team model, the convening organization remains focused on 
building and maintaining the stakeholder group’s trust. Stakeholders are consulted about the 
creation, membership and scope of work of the Action Team, and members of the Action 
Team have credibility with the stakeholders. Any feedback sought and received from the 
larger stakeholder group is incorporated, as appropriate, into the Action Team process. 

Questions are asked, research is conducted, input is sought, solutions are proposed, and 
decisions are made in a continuous feedback cycle between the Action Team and the larger 
stakeholder group. Stakeholders are invited to check-in regularly as the Action Team does 
its work, and the end of the Action Team process is marked by a full stakeholder meeting 
to review the Action Team’s process, hear the recommendations, edit proposed solutions, 
and ultimately endorse joint decisions and agree on next steps to continue moving the work 
forward. At the end of the day, the larger stakeholder group owns the outcomes of the Action 
Team’s work.

A successful multi-year process focused on long-term social change may use several rounds 
of stakeholder meetings and Action Team processes to move from visioning, through 
narrowing the scope of the work and proposing solutions, to implementing strategies 
for action. A different type of Action Team may be needed for each step of the work. 
Whether it is focused on research, data analysis, policy and practice creation, or strategy 
implementation, the basic organizing concept of the Action Team remains the same.

ACTION TEAMS  
INFORM & SUPPORT  
THE LARGER PROCESS
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CASE STUDY:  
THE PATHWAYS TO 
GRADE-LEVEL READING 
DATA ACTION TEAM
The North Carolina Early Childhood Foundation (NCECF) hired 
Impact Thread to evaluate the process of an Action Team focused on 
creating a set of shared measures of success that would help inform the 
state’s work on improving third grade reading proficiency. 

This How-To Guide uses the work of the Data Action Team (DAT) as a 
case study. We will consider what went well and what could be improved, 
in order to inform other, similar Action Teams.
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The Pathways to Grade-Level Reading (Pathways) initiative started with a bang—a large 
group of stakeholders was on-board from day one, bought into the urgency of moving the 
needle on early literacy and ready to take action. The stakeholders agreed that the next step 
was a clear and distinct piece of work—determining a set of shared data measures that would 
guide their joint work on improving third grade reading proficiency. A smaller Action Team, 
with expertise in the data available on this topic and access to the research behind what 
moves the needle on reading proficiency, was the ideal group to take on this next step.

DETERMINING WHETHER  
AN ACTION TEAM  
IS WHAT YOU NEED

▶  Does change require the action of external stakeholders? 
▶   Is there something to be gained by convening a smaller, credible  

group of experts or leaders to lend perspective and ideas to this issue?
▶   Is there a tangible outcome that we feel can come from creating  

an Action Team?
▶  Is there urgency around the issue? Is now the time to take action?
▶  Do we have the capacity to host and facilitate an Action Team?  

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN  
CONSIDERING CREATING AN ACTION TEAM:
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To ensure that the roles and responsibilities of Data Action Team’s members were clearly 
understood and endorsed by the larger stakeholder group, NCECF created a Data Action 
Team Description, which included a scope of work and team member characteristics 
and responsibilities. The stakeholder group reviewed and edited the description during a 
stakeholder meeting. 

CREATING THE  
ACTION TEAM 

THE DATA ACTION TEAM DESCRIPTION  
INCLUDED THE FOLLOWING KEY ELEMENTS: 
▶  Scope of Work
▶  Goals of the Data Action Team
▶  Resources available to the team
▶   Relevant background on the stakeholder process and how the  

two groups would collaborate
▶   Team member characteristics, including the stakeholder groups members  

would be pulled from  
▶  A timeline for the work  
▶  Team member responsibilities  

The full Description is available as Appendix A.

At the large stakeholder meeting that kicked off the Pathways process, stakeholders 
engaged in an individual exercise where they reflected on the DAT Scope of Work, 
noted anything they thought should be added, and shared the names and contact 
information for people or organizations they thought would make ideal DAT 
members. Facilitators stressed that one of the goals was keeping the DAT small 
enough to be nimble, so all suggestions would not end up being represented in 
the final membership. Facilitators collected the worksheets and incorporated the 
suggestions in the final Scope of Work and when inviting people to join the DAT. 
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NCECF used the final Description and input from the larger stakeholder group to determine 
which experts to invite to join the Data Action Team. Members were well-respected by 
the stakeholders, committed to the Data Action Team process and the larger top-line 
goal of improving third grade reading proficiency, and represented the full breadth of the 
issue at hand—in this case, since early literacy is impacted by so many different aspects of 
children’s growth and development, members from the Health, Family and Community, and 
Education fields were included.

▶  What expertise/skills do we need at the table to get to the outcomes we want?
▶  How can we represent the broader community in the Action Team? 
▶  What is the timeline we anticipate from start to finish?
▶   Have we set up the information-sharing infrastructure? (i.e., online document 

repository, email listserv, etc.)
▶   Do we have specific outcomes for each meeting? How and when will those be 

communicated to the team?
▶  How will progress be communicated to the stakeholders at large? 
▶  What are the next steps if our outcomes are achieved? What if they are not?

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN  
AN ACTION TEAM IS BEING ASSEMBLED:
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A successful convening organization takes stock of available resources before convening an 
Action Team, including consideration of: 

▶  Financial resources
▶  In-kind contributions 
▶  Action Team member expertise
▶  Facilitator expertise

CONSIDERING  
YOUR RESOURCES

FINANCIAL RESOURCES

IN-KIND CONTRIBUTIONS

Convening the DAT was part of NCECF’s strategic plan and therefore funded in the 
organization’s annual budget. Costs for convening an Action Team include staff time and 
travel, meeting space, refreshments, and materials development, printing and copying. 
Adequate financial support should be established from the start.

If the convening organization cannot fund the work in its entirety, consider asking partners 
that share a stake in the outcomes of the Action Team to pitch in or applying for grants 
focused on convening. Communicating a clear budget from the start will be helpful in 
enlisting partners. 

NCECF was fortunate to have in-kind contributions in the form of donated space for the 
DAT meetings and stakeholder summits. Well-lit, pleasant, even inspiring spaces to meet 
were an important contribution to the overall success of the DAT.

In-kind contributions are often easier for partners to make than financial donations. Ask 
local businesses for meeting space or catering. Ask members of your Action Team how 
their organizations might be willing to contribute, whether it is meeting space or printing 
materials. Consider holding meetings at a team member’s office, or somewhere that could 
be utilized outside normal hours, like a church, synagogue or mosque. Remember that the 
space impacts the energy in the room and look for options that provide natural light. 
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ACTION TEAM MEMBER EXPERTISE

FACILITATOR EXPERTISE

NCECF and partner organizations used relationships and trust they had already built in the 
early childhood community to bring together an impressive group of data experts across the 
Health, Education, and Family/Community fields.

A high level of expertise among team members is critical for credibility with the larger 
stakeholder group. Experts also will make the process efficient and ensure that it is 
thorough. Consider available networks and constraints—if there are experts that are 
available to help only on a limited basis or who are not able to attend meetings in-person, 
consider how they can participate remotely or make themselves available for other members 
of the Action Team to consult.

Because of its small size (two staff), NCECF hired a contractor to project manage the DAT 
process. The contractor worked closely with NCECF’s Executive Director, and they planned 
and facilitated the meetings together. Specifics on how to successfully facilitate an Action 
Team are offered below.
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The format of the Data Action Team (DAT) meetings evolved as the relationships and 
trust among team members and with the facilitators solidified. The first two meetings were 
structured so that half of the time was spent in a large group, which allowed for important 
team-building, and half of the time was spent in smaller, content-specific groups. For the last 
two meetings, facilitators put the small groups immediately to work, since the DAT had by 
that time gelled as a team and were clear on their mission, process and desired outcomes. 

One of the critical steps of this DAT process was the decision to take the time to fully explain 
the rationale behind the work. Throughout all four meetings, the facilitators reiterated 
that selecting the measures of success was a critical first step in a larger process that would 
eventually lead to sustained and intentional action to improve the lives of children and 
families in North Carolina. The facilitators made it clear that there was a lot of work in front 
of the state, and that the formation of the DAT and the selection of the measures of success 
was a large and important, yet manageable, task. 

A successful Action Team has a clear purpose that is communicated early and often. 
Framing the task at hand within a larger context and acknowledging the size of the ask 
can help team members feel supported and motivated in their work, which keeps meetings 
positive and productive.

The facilitators presented useful information each meeting that helped inform the DAT’s 
work. Some examples include:

▶  Results-Based Accountability 101
▶  Data Criteria Development
▶  What is Consensus? 
▶  Specific updates on timeline and process

These presentations were aligned to the goals of the DAT and the information was applied in 
each subsequent meeting. The facilitators offered more explanation and presentations during 
the first two meetings, in order to get the team up to speed on the background, tasks, and 
objectives before they dove into the work. The facilitators focused the last two meetings on 
content-area small group work. This structure—introduction and information followed by 
group work and collaboration—served the DAT well. 

Facilitators struck a balance—encouraging DAT members to stay on task, while allowing 
for unplanned, but important, conversation and collaboration. They intentionally worked to 
keep participants engaged by acting as both guides who grasped the landscape of the issues 
and experts in meeting logistics. They were also open to changing course—often on the 
spot—in response to the DAT members’ feedback during meetings. 

DETERMINING YOUR  
MEETING FORMAT
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Filling this role with skilled facilitators makes the meetings more productive and frees the 
Action Team members to focus on their content expertise and collaborating with their 
teammates. Responsiveness is critical for members to know their input and expertise is 
valued.

In order to track perceptions of communication and progress towards stated goals, surveys 
were administered to: 

▶  The DAT, after each of the four meetings, and 
▶   The larger stakeholder group, once before the DAT was formed and once after the DAT’s 

work concluded. 

Multiple surveys were given to measure changes in perceptions over time and allow for 
course correction as the convening organization saw fit. 

Surveys are an efficient way to gather information and track progress, particularly if 
questions are written to collect both qualitative and quantitative data. To ensure that 
team members know their input is valued, explain the purpose of the surveys and how the 
data will be used, and note intentional course corrections that were made based on the 
team members’ feedback. In a successful process, feedback is solicited in other ways as well. 
Consider surveys to be just one tool in the process improvement toolbox. 
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NCECF provided its Action Team with:

▶   Relevant materials via email prior to each meeting, so that team members  
could arrive prepared  

▶  Hard copies of materials during meetings  
▶  Large sticky wall notepads for facilitators to take notes 
▶  Post-it notes and other materials for various activities  
▶  Projector, microphone and PowerPoint presentations  
▶  Refreshments 

Ideally, there is a note-taker and facilitator for each small group  
to ensure no information gets lost and conversation stays productive. 

EQUIPPING YOUR  
ACTION TEAM
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These guiding principles were then added to and adopted by the DAT.

Asking the group to develop a set of shared guiding principles is an inclusive way to lay the 
ground rules of the work. Regular check-ins to make sure the team is talking and acting 
in accordance with their own principles is important and can help keep the discussions 
productive. It also can be useful to refer the group to the guiding principles if conflict breaks 
out or if individual members or a small group tries to take the work in an inappropriate 
direction or reach far beyond the purview of the Action Team.

LAYING THE  
GROUND RULES

▶   We will have a strengths-based approach, highlighting protective factors and preventative 
solutions and be guided by compassion. 

▶  We will work to ensure that each child has the opportunity to fulfill his or her potential. 

▶   We will prioritize solutions that are actionable and sustainable, and we will have high 
expectations of what is achievable.

▶  We will be results-oriented, embracing innovation and seeing change as opportunity

▶  We will be transparent, collaborative and accountable to one another.

▶  We will be informed by and hold ourselves accountable to families and communities.

▶  We will be data- and research-driven, and informed by developmental science.

▶   We are committed to acknowledging and eliminating systemic inequities and racial, ethnic, 
socioeconomic, and ability disparities in early childhood experiences, opportunities and 
outcomes. 

▶   We will focus on the whole child, birth through age eight, in the context of his or her 
family and community, using a multi-dimensional systems lens.

FOCUSING ON THE POSITIVE AND MAINTAINING  
AN ATMOSPHERE OF HOPE AND POSSIBILITY

SETTING UP ACCOUNTABILITY STANDARDS

OUTLINING CONTENT-SPECIFIC GUIDELINES

During the kick-off stakeholder meeting, NCECF led the stakeholders in an exercise to 
establish guiding principles. Examples of principles set down by the stakeholders fell into 
several categories, including:
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NCECF and partners produced visually appealing and concise presentations and planned 
engaging group activities that contributed to the success of the team.

▶  NCECF’s Meeting 1 presentation explained the importance and context of the work.

▶   Key partner organization NC Child’s Results-Based Accountability presentation gave an 
overview of the Results-Based Accountability process and how it could apply to this work.

▶  NCECF’s Meeting 2 presentation gave context and a timeline.

▶   NCECF’s Meeting 3 presentation, among other things, specifically highlighted the 
importance of consensus.

▶   NCECF’s Meeting 4 presentation, among other things, offered information about the 
larger stakeholder group feedback.

Many of the materials and presentations used within the DAT meetings were specific  
to data and early childhood development. However, we would recommend the Results-
Based Accountability presentation be used with any team that is developing measures or 
outcomes. The presentation on understanding consensus and how to reach it also would 
translate well for any Action Team. All the materials and presentations are available online  
at www.buildthefoundation.org. 

PLANNING YOUR 
PRESENTATIONS  
& ACTIVITIES
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ACTIVITIES THAT PROVED MOST  
IMPACTFUL IN THE DAT MEETINGS INCLUDED: 

This exercise took place at the first meeting and provided a visualization of some of the 
available data on measures that research shows move the needle on third-grade reading 
proficiency. The example data chosen included measures disaggregated by race, ethnicity, 
and income, and showed trends over time. Team members walked through the gallery of 
posters, and conversation about the data naturally followed.

In response to the Data Walk, DAT members were asked to list the types of data they wished 
existed in light of the gaps highlighted by the visualization exercise. This exercise allowed 
the group to acknowledge the information that was not available, and then set that aside 
to focus on the data they did have. The data wish list later fed into Pathways’ data advocacy 
work—working with the state agencies and the legislature to improve North Carolina’s data 
collection around children and families.  An important lesson through the DAT process was 
to not allow the group to be paralyzed by the data they didn’t have, but to acknowledge that 
lack and move forward, making the best possible decisions with what was available.

This activity required groups of two to prioritize three to five measures that were previously 
agreed upon as important by the DAT. The pairs were required to rank the measures in the 
order of most critical to least. Pairs then joined up to form groups of four to choose top 
priorities. This exercise allowed for more one-on-one debate, which ensured that everyone’s 
voice was heard.

Team members paired up to discuss how to communicate the Measures of Success 
framework they created to the larger stakeholder group and to a more general audience. This 
exercise also allowed for one-on-one conversation.

At times, presentations and activities confused DAT members, which can slow progress 
towards the overall goal. 

A good planner always keeps in mind the purpose of an activity or presentation and designs 
with that purpose in mind. Plan for a novel flow of information and a variety of activities to 
keep Action Team members engaged and moving forward. Carefully consider the best vehicle 
for communicating a particular piece of information or idea—PowerPoint presentation, 
large group conversation, small group activity, printed material, or something else. 

Varied activities keep team members fresh and engaged. Use available space (like NCECF’s 
Data Walk) to get people out of their chairs and moving. Striking a balance among activities, 
presentations, brainstorming and concrete group work time is vital in the success of any 
Action Team. 

DATA WALK

DATA WISH LIST

PRIORITIZING MEASURES

COMMUNICATING FRAMEWORKS
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BUILDING TRUST
Team-building is often overlooked because Action Team issues are big, important and 
pressing, but team members that feel seen, heard and valued are more likely to successfully 
collaborate. DAT team-building exercises directly contributed to the group’s ability to 
mitigate conflict and come to consensus. Given time and resources, it is recommended that 
some intentional team building take place, especially within the first two meetings. 

When bringing together a group of people who have never worked together before, 
there can be tension and even open conflict. Much of this will improve with time, 
as groups become more comfortable with each other; however, with the time 
constraints often put on Action Teams, it can be helpful to accelerate this process 
with intentional team-building work.

A successful Action Team has a shared understanding of success. This does not 
necessarily mean that everyone is 100% satisfied with the final product, but they  
are willing to let go of smaller issues to achieve the larger mission.
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ENSURING EFFECTIVE 
FACILITATION 
NCECF helped ensure an effective DAT process by using trained facilitators. As the  
DAT’s evaluators, Impact Thread made recommendations to tweak the facilitation as the  
four meetings progressed. Many of the facilitation strategies used are relevant for other 
Action Teams. 

▶   The facilitators remained neutral during debates over the measures, clearly restating all 
opinions put forward. This resulted in a clear culture of safety and trust among members, 
who could tell that their ideas were understood and valued. 

▶   The facilitators successfully translated the ideas of experts for the rest of the team 
members, who might not have been familiar with lingo used. 

▶   As the meetings progressed and the team members gelled, facilitators played less and less 
of a role in the brainstorming sessions.

▶   For some activities, rather than formal facilitation, NCECF assigned temporary roles to 
DAT members like Data Liaison, Time Keeper, and Note-Taker. The facilitators were then 
freed to observe the flow of conversation and relationships among team members and 
consider how to improve upon them. This strategy led to both effective communication 
within groups and process improvement among groups.   

The ideal facilitator is active and engaged but lets the group drive the process. The 
role requires active listening skills and adaptability in order to adjust on the fly. Good 
facilitators are comfortable taking notes, prompting discussion when needed, delegating 
tasks, and remembering and interpreting what was said by members of the group. They 
consistently check in with members about what resources they need to complete their work 
and relay that information to the relevant parties. Regular check-ins also provide a process 
for soliciting and implementing feedback. 

The NCECF facilitators excelled in this role and demonstrated a balance between 
involvement and observation. 
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ENSURING EFFECTIVE 
FACILITATION CONT'D 
NCECF used staff as facilitators, which worked well for them. Having the same facilitators 
throughout the process aided in building rapport and trust. 

Other options for facilitators include hiring or recruiting an outside party with facilitation 
experience or asking members of the Action Team to rotate as facilitators. The first option 
requires that the facilitators be at least briefly introduced to the background of the issues  
at hand, and the second option requires that the Action Team members have some 
facilitation expertise.

When eliciting feedback from the group or engaging them in an exercise, think through 
what it is you need to know from them.

▶   Structure questions and exercises in a way that elicits positive feedback “What 
excites you about this framework?” or constructive feedback “What would 
you add to make this framework stronger?”  
Avoid structuring questions in a way that open the door to complaining 
“What do you not like about this framework?”

▶   Always bring the group back to the goals of the activity or exercise and 
encourage them to think big rather than getting caught up in the weeds  
“How do you think this framework will help you or your organization do 
your work?” and “Do you think this framework captures the factors that 
matter most?”

▶   Ask questions and frame discussions in a way that gets you the level of 
specificity that you need. Give examples. “What are some of the root  
causes of children’s chronic absence from school? Be specific. Rather than 
saying 'poverty,' tell me what about living in poverty makes chronic absence 
more likely. Transportation? Parents’ work schedules? Not having clean 
clothes? Hunger?”

▶   Remind the team that the goal is consensus, and that with complicated issues, 
everyone on the team is likely not going to be completely happy with every 
decision made. Ask them, “Even if you’re not completely happy, can you get 
behind the decision of the group or do you have big concerns?”

BE SURE YOU ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS  
TO GET THE INFORMATION YOU NEED:
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Attendance and participation of team members varied at DAT meetings. The numbers of 
team members attending waned somewhat over the course of the four meetings, and like 
in any group, some members were more comfortable speaking up from the beginning, 
sometimes to the point of dominating the conversation, and some members hardly spoke  
at all. 

The DAT saw a mild drop-off in attendance over the course of the four meetings. That is not 
surprising—members who are less engaged for whatever reason (personal workload, looser 
connection to the issue being discussed, organizational demands, etc.) may attend less, while 
those who are more engaged will stay the course. 

To maximize attendance, emphasize the importance of attending all meetings, share 
materials before and after meetings, ask members to RSVP, take attendance, and follow up 
if possible with members who miss a meeting, in order to loop them back into the process. 

The DAT also noted that when the group became smaller and leaner, everyone present was 
fully engaged and the work was productive. 

The DAT facilitators paid close attention to the various levels of participation at the first 
meeting and made mental notes of who had not had a chance to contribute and who was 
dominating the conversation. When they deemed over- or under-participation was hindering 
the group’s progress, they implemented strategies to reduce that tension. 

▶   Round-Robin  
Asking team members to go around the table and share their opinions or expertise on an 
issue allowed for a more even distribution of speaking time. 

▶   Ultra-Small Groups  
Creating very small groups of three or fewer people to discuss one or two indicators 
or data sets and then bring their findings back to the bigger group provided a more 
comfortable environment for the less extroverted team members. 

Each group has its own dynamics, and the solutions to under- and over-participation may 
vary. A successful facilitator manages participation in order to stay on track and benefit 
from the expertise of all team members. 

ENSURING FULL 
PARTICIPATION

MEETING PARTICIPATION

MEETING ATTENDANCE
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SUCCESSFULLY  
MANAGING CONFLICT
Within any team, conflict is likely, and it is important to note that not all conflict is bad. 
Productive debate and push-back can be useful in a collaboration, and it is a sign of a safe 
environment when people feel comfortable voicing unpopular opinions. When conflict 
becomes unproductive, however, there needs to be an intervention. 

The DAT facilitators were able to recognize when conflict was becoming unproductive and 
change the task at hand or intervene by noting a gap between what had been said and what 
was being heard (“This is what I am hearing both of you say...”), which resolved the conflict.

Much of the conflict in the DAT seemed to stem either from isolated expertise—experts in 
one content area did not sympathize with or fully understand the issues in another area—or 
from general discouragement due to the broad scope of the issue. The facilitators played a 
large role in alleviating much of the conflict due to isolated expertise by enlisting some of the 
activities and strategies noted above to cross-pollinate the work.

Survey data revealed that the level of enthusiasm and perception of productivity from the 
DAT members decreased around meeting two, as the group became discouraged at the 
magnitude of the task they had undertaken. The facilitators helped resolve this issue by 
reminding people what “accomplishment” looked like at the third meeting and reigniting the 
group’s motivation. 

Consistently stoke your Action Team’s passion for the issue by celebrating the smaller 
victories and having continuous check-ins. This will help alleviate some of the conflict 
caused by feeling overwhelmed.    
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EVALUATING THE  
PROCESS & TRACKING  
YOUR PROGRESS  

Hiring an external evaluator gives facilitators a tool to ensure that the process stays on 
track, that team members stay engaged and committed, and that the facilitators and team 
members are on the same page about where the work is going. 

Impact Thread evaluators attended each meeting and asked members to complete short 
surveys, then used the survey results and meeting observations to submit mini-reports after 
each DAT meeting. Facilitators were able to use that feedback and constructive criticism 
to make mid-course corrections, like going back over material that wasn’t understood, 
reframing the purpose of activities, or adjusting their own expectations to match realities 
expressed by the team members.

The Pathways DAT’s task was to develop a Measures of Success framework aligned with the 
following goals:

▶   Health and Development on Track, Beginning at Birth 

▶   Supported and Supportive Families and Communities 

▶   High Quality Birth-to-Eight Early Learning and Education 

The team established a framework that included metrics that both measure and move the 
needle on those goal areas.

Tracking progress and measuring the success of Pathways’s DAT will require measuring 
the adoption of the Measures of Success framework by state leaders and other actors in the 
early childhood space. It will be important for Pathways to continue to monitor progress by 
noting who uses the framework and aligns their work with the measures. In addition, it will 
be crucial for Pathways to monitor the indicators themselves to ensure that the data they are 
collecting is valid, to identify any data gaps, and, eventually, to determine if progress is being 
made on the measures. 

Outlining how your Action Team will track progress early will ensure momentum is not lost 
when your team disbands. 

PROCESS EVALUATION

TRACKING PROGRESS
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After a larger stakeholder meeting to endorse the measures of success framework at the end 
of the Data Action Team process, NCECF and partners kicked off another Action Team 
round—Learning Teams, comprising content and policy experts, working to make sense of 
the trends, inequities, patterns and connections in the North Carolina data on the measures 
of success and identify data gaps. There were three Learning Teams, one for each of the 
above goal areas. NCECF invited six Learning Team co-chairs to begin this work—half of 
whom were on the DAT. 

Continued engagement by team members is a proxy measurement of both the DAT’s  
success in relationship-building among stakeholders and the importance of the chosen 
measures of success. The fact that DAT members volunteered to co-chair the Learning 
Teams is a clear indicator of the excitement and motivation that was generated by the  
DAT process and product. 

Some of NCECF’s intentional decisions stood out as key to engaging and retaining both the 
DAT members and the larger stakeholder group. 

▶   Transparency 
NCECF made the decision to make all printed materials, presentations, meeting 
summaries, and every other piece of information about the DAT available on their website. 
That intentional nod to transparency played and continues to play a large role in overall 
engagement and trust in the work.

▶   Communication 
Consistent and accessible communication from the facilitators outside of the DAT 
meetings helped maintain interest for both the DAT and the larger stakeholder group and 
kept the issue at the forefront for them.

Once the job of the Action Team is complete, the next step is to make information available 
and set needed actions into motion. In a successful transition process, members of the 
Action Team and larger stakeholder group are kept in the loop on the progress of the 
overall initiative. When meetings end and the urgency of the issue starts to fade for them, 
they are regularly updated on progress in order to gain and maintain their support for 
the implementation of the Action Team’s proposed solutions. Their buy-in is critical, and 
a continued relationship with team members is helpful if any issues or gaps arise that an 
established, productive group of experts could help address.

ENGAGING TEAM  
MEMBERS LONG-TERM
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APPENDIX  
DATA ACTION TEAM 
DESCRIPTION
DATA ACTION TEAM SCOPE OF WORK 

A Data Action Team of early childhood researchers and experts will identify and recommend 
a set of population-level outcome measures that impact third grade reading success. These 
measures will be whole-child, beginning at birth, and align with the goals in Lisbeth Schorr’s 
Pathway to Children Ready for School and Succeeding at Third Grade, including: 

▶  Health and Development on Track, Beginning at Birth  
▶  Supported and Supportive Families and Communities 
▶  High Quality Birth-to-Eight Early Learning and Education

The Data Action Team will engage in a landscape survey of existing national birth-to-eight 
indicators and those indicators being used by NC state-level organizations. The goal of the 
review will be to select a limited number of measures of success that best suit NC’s context 
based on our state’s strengths and needs. In addition, our partner, NC Child, will assess data 
needs to help create a data development agenda for measures that North Carolina does not 
currently collect. 

Before the Data Action Team begins meeting, a large group of multi-disciplinary 
stakeholders from across the state will be convened to outline results and guiding principles 
for the work. That stakeholder group will be kept abreast of the Data Action Team’s work, 
and their feedback will be solicited on a regular basis as the Data Action Team moves 
through the process of selecting the measures of success. 

Once the Data Action Team has its recommendations, NCECF will re-convene the larger 
stakeholder group of state public, business, philanthropic and nonprofit leaders for a one-day 
summit, during which stakeholders will engage in a collaborative process to review, prioritize 
and endorse the measures of success.  
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DATA ACTION TEAM MEMBER CHARACTERISTICS 

The Data Action Team should be a nonpartisan group of early childhood researchers and 
experts that will have credibility with advocates, policymakers and funders. Overarching 
characteristics for Action Team members include:  

▶   A commitment to being data- and research-driven  

▶   An ability to look at early literacy development through a multi-dimensional systems 
lens and an understanding of how early literacy is impacted by a child’s developmental 
trajectory, within the context of his or her family and community 

▶   An understanding of the impact of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in child 
development and developing reading proficiency  

▶   A commitment to acknowledging and eliminating systemic inequities and racial, ethnic 
and socioeconomic disparities in early childhood experiences, opportunities and 
outcomes  

▶   An eagerness to think outside the box of what the state currently does and imagine the 
possibilities  

▶   A commitment to action, and to finding a good—even if imperfect—starting place for the 
work. 

The Data Action Team should comprise no more than 15 representatives from among the 
following stakeholders. Note: early childhood refers to birth through age 8.  

▶   Academic researchers and data experts who deeply understand the data around children’s 
early development and literacy and who conceive of the work to move the needle on early 
literacy as a multi-dimensional, multi-systemic effort. These leaders will be asked to help 
the group conceptualize the connections among the many domains of child well-being and 
how outcomes in those areas impact early literacy, as well as think outside the box of the 
current data collection to what the ideal set of indicators might look like.

▶   Early childhood experts and advocates outside of state government who think on a 
systems-level, understand the multi-dimensional aspect of child development and early 
literacy development, know North Carolina’s early childhood history, and are eager to 
build on that knowledge to move the state forward. These leaders will be asked to help the 
group get a feel for what is possible in NC around data collection on these issues, what has 
been tried before, and why prior attempts at setting up new data systems or tracking new 
indicators were or were not successful.  

▶   Early childhood experts inside state government agencies who understand the big picture 
and are committed to “getting to yes.” These leaders will be asked to help the group better 
understand the constraints and limitations the state struggles with and play an inside role 
in carrying the work forward beyond the planning phase and into implementation.  

▶   Early childhood direct service providers who are also able to look at the work to improve 
early literacy through a systems lens. These leaders will be asked to share their nuts-and-
bolts experience working with children and families with the group and translate that 
experience into relevant advice on the most appropriate indicators to track to get a full 
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picture of what drives early literacy.  

▶   Families with young children who will use their experiences as customers of the system to 
help identify gaps in data collection, suggest new data points, and contextualize existing 
data. These leaders will be asked to help data team members understand the challenges, 
inequities, and barriers facing families, the benefits they receive as customers of early 
childhood programs, and recommended improvements to the overall system.  

DATA ACTION TEAM MEMBER RESPONSIBILITIES

Data Action Team members will be asked to commit to:  

▶   At least four Data Action Team meetings and one statewide stakeholder Summit between 
January and May;  

▶   Reviewing materials and making recommendations between and during Data Action 
Team meetings; and 

▶   Participation on Data Action Team workgroups if/as needed.  
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