
NC EARLY CHILDHOOD FOUNDATION’S STRATEGIC PLAN

IGNITING THE POWER OF 
COLLABORATIVE ACTION TO  
ACHIEVE A BOLD VISION FOR  

NORTH CAROLINA’S CHILDREN



The North Carolina Early 
Childhood Foundation  
is driven by a bold and 
achievable vision: 

Each North Carolina 
child has a strong 
foundation for life-
long success and 
reading proficiency, 
supported by the 
nation’s best birth-
to-eight system.



URGENT

ACHIEVABLE

STRATEGIC

OUR VISION IS



IT’S URGENT
North Carolina is facing a growing skills gap. The 
majority of NC fourth graders are not proficient 
in a key predictor of future academic success—
reading proficiency. 

In 2013, only 35% of North Carolina 
fourth graders and 22% of students from 
economically disadvantaged families scored 
at or above reading proficiency on the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress.2  

65% of North Carolina fourth 
graders are not proficient in reading.

By 2020,

67%
of jobs in North 
Carolina will require 
some post-secondary 
education.1

4 5



Reading in the early grades predicts high school 
and later success. Those who read well go on to 
graduate, but those who aren’t reading well 
by the end of third grade are FOUR TIMES 
more likely to drop out of high school.3 

Every student who drops out of high school 
costs the nation an estimated $260,000 in 
lost earnings, taxes and productivity.4 4X 
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IT’S ACHIEVABLE
Grade-level reading is achievable with policies 
and practices that reflect reading is a cumulative 
process that develops from birth and is rooted 
in early brain development. Child development 
is a dynamic, interactive process that is not 
predetermined. It occurs in the context of 
relationships, experiences and environments. 
 

Harvard University 
pediatrician Jack 
Shonkoff puts it this 
way, “Brains are 
built, not born.”

HIGH-QUALITY  
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

THAT BUILD SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL  
AND COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

To build a strong foundation for

children need

LEARNING

GOOD HEALTH

THIRD GRADE READING

STRONG FAMILIES

LIFE SUCCESS
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Launched NC PreK to provide at-risk children  
with high quality learning environments

Breakthrough Solutions:
•   Are rooted in a clear understanding  

of children’s needs 
•   Are informed by the experiences, 

perspectives and expertise of adults who 
have the closest connections to children 
and shape the environments in which 
they interact

•   Require partnerships to provide the will, 
alignment, capacities and policies needed 
for large scale, sustained progress

TOGETHER, WE CAN  
BUILD OUR LEGACY FOR 
THE NEXT GENERATION 

North Carolina:

Was the first state to make full-day  
kindergarten universally available

Pioneered the nation’s first comprehensive  
early childhood initiative, Smart Start

Is leading an effort to create the nation’s  
first kindergarten through 3rd grade  
formative assessment

IT’S INTENTIONAL
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3. BUILD PUBLIC WILL

•   Advance understanding of birth-through-eight child 
development and its connections to societal outcomes. 

•   Create urgency and focus by tracking and reporting 
progress on measures of success. 

4.  PROMOTE PRACTICE  
AND POLICY SOLUTIONS

•   Curate, synthesize, and share practices and policies 
proven to achieve results on the shared measures of 
success. 

•   Promote actionable strategies and provide practical 
guidance about what families, professionals, institutions, 
communities and policy makers can do to advance 
progress toward measures of success. 

•   Convene a network of organizations and individuals that 
serve as statewide leaders in achieving progress on the 
measures of success and actively pursue progress as a 
shared purpose.

•   Advance state and local policy solutions that support 
progress on the measures of success and reflect an 
understanding of what is needed and what works.

IT’S STRATEGIC
1.  DEFINE SHARED MEASURES  

OF SUCCESS

Convene state leaders to define North Carolina’s measures 
of success beginning at birth that put children on a pathway 
to grade-level reading success by third grade.

2. LEAD WITH INQUIRY

Gain first-hand knowledge of what those closest to  
children—the adults who shape the environments in  
which they interact—want and need in order to contribute  
to the measures of success.
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Together, we can realize 
greater outcomes for young 
children than any one of us 
can produce on our own. 

Large-scale impact demands innovative thinking, 
new cross-sector approaches and coordinated 
efforts around a clearly defined vision.

 IT’S DRIVEN BY

COLLABORATIVE 
ACTION

Our strategic plan creates an infrastructure for 
collaborative action: The Build the Foundation 
Network harnesses the communications power 
and collective action of North Carolina’s greatest 
resource—its people. Working together, business 
and philanthropic leaders, nonprofit organizations, 
public agencies, child development experts, early 
childhood professionals and community leaders 
drive birth-to-eight practice and policy solutions 
and align action to support each child being on a 
pathway to grade-level reading. 
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The Build the Foundation Network 
harnesses the communications power 
and collective action of North Carolina’s 
greatest resource —its people.
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When we create an 
environment that brings many 
voices to the table and engages 
new champions that serve as 
early learning ambassadors...

...and collaborate across sectors  
to define a common agenda and  

a shared course of action... 

...and increase awareness 
and build public will...

...and advance policies and 
practices that support our 
shared vision...

...more North Carolina children will 
meet critical milestones that build a 

strong foundation for life-long success 
and reading proficiency...

...and we will realize the best 
outcomes in education, health,  

and economic well-being  
for North Carolinians.

IT’S ROOTED IN A

THEORY OF CHANGE



•  Promote the importance of child development  
and grade-level reading to our state’s well being.

•  Encourage adoption of policies and practices that 
have the greatest promise in giving each NC child the 
opportunity to build a strong foundation for success.

NCECF provides a public platform for business 
and philanthropic leaders on an issue that is a  
top priority to North Carolinians.

CORPORATE AND PHILANTHROPIC 
COLLABORATORS: Passionate visionaries  
who understand that early learning and  
grade-level reading are a state and  
community priority

IT MOBILIZES DIVERSE SKILLS TOWARD

A SHARED PURPOSE
NONPROFIT AND PUBLIC COLLABORATORS: 
Nonprofit policy and service organizations 
and government agencies

NCECF convenes partners, provides communications 
tools and supports aligned action. 

•  Drive the work to determine and prioritize  
North Carolina’s measures of success. 

•  Commit to align efforts in support of the  
shared vision and success measures.

  •  Provides leadership on advancing policies  
and actions that give each NC child the opportunity  
to build a strong foundation for success.

NCECF staffs the council.

EARLY LEARNING DEVELOPMENT  
COUNCIL: Experts in child health, 
development and literacy 

•   Mobilize collaborative action to implement  
birth-to-eight, evidence-based strategies that  
improve grade-level reading. 

•  Promote the importance of child development and 
grade-level reading to the community’s well-being.

NCECF supports a community of practice,  
promotes community progress, provides tools  
and resources and builds community capacity  
for collaborative work. 

COMMUNITY PARTNERS: Campaign 
for Grade-Level Reading communities, 
First 2000 Days partnerships and local 
collaborative efforts focused on advancing 
birth-to-eight child outcomes

18 19



Local communities are 
powerful agents of change. 
Across the nation, municipalities are serving  
as hubs of innovation when it comes to early 
learning. This local innovation can be leveraged  
to promote stronger state policies and investments. 
At the same time, state leaders play the vital role 
of creating an environment that fosters innovation 
and policies that prioritize children.
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NCECF is the state lead 
organization for the 
National Campaign for 
Grade-Level Reading, a 
collaborative effort by 
foundations, nonprofit 
partners, business 
leaders, government 
agencies, states and 
communities across the 
nation to ensure that more 
children in low-income families succeed in school 
and graduate prepared for college, a career and active 
citizenship. The Campaign is based on the belief that 
schools cannot succeed alone. Engaged communities 
mobilized to remove barriers, expand opportunities 
and assist parents in fulfilling their responsibilities  
and roles to serve as full partners in the success of 
their children are needed to assure student success.

IT LEVERAGES

COMMUNITY & 
STATE ACTION

N O R T  H
C A R O L I N A
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For North Carolina to prosper, each 
child needs the best opportunity to 
succeed, to realize his/her potential  
and to contribute as a productive citizen. 

Together, we can define shared birth-to-
eight measures of success to build public 
understanding, drive aligned action 
and advance state and local policies that 
support each child being on a pathway to 
grade-level reading —all rooted in research 
and an understanding of what those closest 
to children need.  



Who We Are

What We Do
We convene, leverage, and connect the 
talent and resources of our partners to 
realize an impact that is greater than any 
one organization can produce on its own. 

The North Carolina Early Childhood 
Foundation launched in 2013 with a 
belief that solving problems requires 
starting from a place that is energizing, 
promotes broad engagement, is rooted in 
exploration and grounded in research.
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We build public will by advancing 
understanding of birth-through-eight 
child development and its connection  
to societal outcomes.
We promote practice and policy solutions 
that drive aligned action to support each 
North Carolina child being on a pathway 
to grade-level reading success.

We are committed to bringing diverse 
stakeholders together to collaborate 
toward a common agenda and support  
a shared course of action.
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The North Carolina Early  
Childhood Foundation

Olson Huff, MD, FAAP
—Board Chair— 

Mission St. Joseph  
Health Care Foundation

Donald J. Stedman, Ph.D.
—Vice Chair— 

Emeritus Dean and Professor of 
Education, UNC Chapel Hill

Harold G. Sellers 
—Treasurer— 

Retired, Senior Vice-President, 
Mechanics and Farmers Bank

Geraldine Dawson, Ph.D.
Director of the Duke Center for 
Autism and Brain Development,  

Duke University

Patti Gillenwater
CEO, Elinvar

Heather Graham 
Principal, Education First

Bill Shore 
Retired, Director of US Community 

Partnerships at GlaxoSmithKline

Matty Lazo-Chadderton 
Consultant

Charles F. Willson, MD 
East Carolina University, Pediatrics

Duncan E. Munn 
—Secretary— 

Retired, Director, NC Early 
Intervention Program

BOARD OF  DIRECTORS

Kenneth Dodge, Ph.D. 
Director, Center for Child and Family 

Policy, Duke University, Sanford 
School of Public Policy

Marian F. Earls, MD, FAAP
Medical Director, Community  

Care of North Carolina

Easter Maynard, MSW
Director of Community  

Investment, IMC

Lisa Finaldi
—Staff—

Community Engagement Leader

Tracy Zimmerman
—Staff—

Executive Director



What is one small change that we might make today?

Additional Notes:
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CREATING THE 
FUTURE TOGETHER
Questions to Consider:

What can we do together to realize the vision that each 
North Carolina child has a strong foundation for life-
long success and reading proficiency, supported by the 
nation’s best birth- to-eight system?

Imagine it is 2020, and we have begun to improve birth-
to-eight outcomes for children by focusing on good 
health, strong families and high quality early learning 
environments. What role did you or your organization 
play in helping North Carolina make progress?



JOIN US

CONNECT 
WITH NCECF

www.buildthefoundation.org/invest 
www.first2000days.org 

/buildthefoundation 
/first2000days

@ncecf

/buildthefoundation 

Invest in creating a North Carolina where each child has a 
strong foundation for life-long success and reading proficiency, 
supported by the nation’s best birth-to-eight system.

© 2015 North Carolina Early Learning Foundation   |  All Rights Reserved

FIND OUT HOW YOU CAN HELP:
http://buildthefoundation.org/invest/  
Via check to North Carolina Early Childhood Foundation 
907 Glenwood Avenue, Raleigh, NC 27605


