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Success! The newly-minted Pathways to Grade-Level Reading 

Action Framework received a thumbs-up from the nearly one hundred Pathways Partners in 
attendance at the fourth annual Pathways stakeholder meeting on Thursday, October 18. It 
was a busy and exciting day.  
	

	
	
	
Pathways Partners are endorsing the Framework! If your organization is ready, complete this 
short survey to give a thumbs-up to the Pathways Measures of Success Framework and the 
Pathways Action Framework. 
 
See Appendix A for the agenda for the day. Attendees: 

• Grounded the conversation in racial equity. 
• Learned the results of a recent poll of North Carolina voters on early childhood issues. 
• Mapped Pathways’ strengths, value-add, and ripple effects. 
• Used that information to think about how Pathways might be most useful as 

stakeholders begin to implement the Action Framework. 
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Attendees represented government agencies, nonprofit organizations, the private sector, 
foundations, and research institutions. Expertise spanned health, family support, early 
learning environments, K-12, policy and a broad array of disciplines. (See Appendix B for the 
registration list.)  

 
This report shares an overview of the meeting and the results of the discussions that took 
place among attendees. 
 

Welcome and How We Got Here 
 
Tracy Zimmerman, Executive Director of the NC Early Childhood Foundation, welcomed 
attendees and started the day by celebrating success. Since the last time Pathways Partners 
met – in March of 2017 – the Pathways Design Team has considered hundreds of possible 
policy and practice strategies to improve children and family outcomes in the areas of high-
quality, birth-through-age-eight education, children’s social-emotional health, and regular 
school attendance. They came to consensus around a powerful Action Framework for the 
state that, if well implemented, can improve third grade reading proficiency and child and 
family well-being. This meeting was about celebrating that achievement and starting to think 
about how North Carolina can implement this ambitious, actionable plan. 
 
Pathways’ vision is that all North Carolina 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. 
Pathways is an initiative of the North Carolina Early Childhood Foundation, in collaboration 
with NC Child, The North Carolina Partnership for Children, Inc., and BEST NC.  
 
When Pathways began, at a stakeholder meeting in 2015, we asked if there was interest in 
pursuing possibility. What would be possible if . . . 

• we adopted shared, whole-child, birth-to-eight measures that put children on a 
pathway to grade-level reading? 

• we coordinated strategies to support children’s optimal development beginning at 
birth? 

• we aligned policies and practices that were rooted in how children develop? 
 
Pathways Partners answered with a resounding “Yes!” They came to the table, and they have 
continued to come to the table, from all different types of agencies and organizations that 
impact children’s and families’ lives. From an original group of about 90 representatives, 
Pathways has grown to over 500 people having participated in some way. Pathways Partners 
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include state and local child and family agencies, early educators, family services providers, 
pediatricians and other medical professionals, funders in the early childhood space, policy 
think tanks, universities, nonprofits, advocacy groups, businesses, and thinkers from both 
sides of the political aisle. Pathways has been and continues to be excited to be able to 
provide the space and facilitation to foster successful collaborative work across 
representatives from so many sectors.  
 
There have been three phases of the work so far, each kicked off with a full Pathways 
Partners stakeholder meeting. 

• What Should We Measure? A Data Action Team identified shared birth-through-age-
eight, whole child measures that research has demonstrated can move the needle on 
third grade reading proficiency to create the Measures of Success Framework.  

• Where Should We Focus? Learning Teams looked at the NC data around those 
measures and, based on overall need and equity considerations, recommended a set 
of measures to move to action on first. 

• What Should We Do? Design Teams co-created the Pathways Action Framework to 
help North Carolina align around policy, practice and capacity-building strategies that 
will shift the prioritized measures of success, particularly for children of color. 

 
Complete background on the Pathways initiative is available on the NC Early Childhood 
Foundation website. 
 

#PathwaysRipples 
 
The Pathways work has been co-created by hundreds of stakeholders across the state and is 
being used by state-level initiatives and local organizations to add value to what they do so 
well. Attendees watched a video of testimonials from representatives from some of the 
current state-level initiatives focused on early childhood, highlighting how Pathways has been 
useful in their work. Initiatives and representatives featured include: 

• Early Childhood Action Plan: Becki Planchard, Senior Early Childhood Policy Advisor, NC 
DHHS 

• Early Childhood Advisory Council: Kristin Guillory, Policy Advisor, Office of NC Governor 
Roy Cooper 

• Leandro Commission: Henrietta Zalkind, Executive Director, Down East Partnership for 
Children; Commissioner, Leandro Commission; and Chair, Early Childhood Education 
Workgroup of the Leandro Commission 

• Think Babies: Gerry Cobb, State Director, Pritzker Children’s Initiative 
• Essentials For Childhood: Michelle Ries, Project Director, NC Institute of Medicine; 

Project Director, Essentials For Childhood Initiative 
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• Wake County Smart Start: Pam Dowdy, Executive Director, Wake County Smart Start  
• myFutureNC: Kristy Teskey, Executive Director, myFutureNC 

 
Local organizations have also used the Pathways Measures of Success Framework to organize 
their work. 
 
One feature of the day was graphic artist Jim Nuttle of Crowley and Co. Jim spent the morning 
creating a piece of art to demonstrate the ripple effects of the Pathways work to date, based 
on attendees’ input on how the Pathways process, Measures of Success Framework and/or 
Action Framework have been useful to them in their own work. In addition, Pathways Partners 
and others who weren’t able to attend the meeting tweeted their input throughout the day 
using the hashtag #PathwaysRipple, and Jim added their ripples to the art as well.  

Check out Jim’s beautiful art and continue to tweet YOUR #PathwaysRipple effects. We are still 
collecting them! 
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NC Voter Poll Results 
 
Next stakeholders learned the exciting results from a recent poll by a bipartisan polling team, 
which found that there is strong support among North Carolina voters for the issues that 
Pathways focuses on. Republicans, Independents and Democrats alike favor a wide range of 
state investments in young children’s healthy development beginning at birth to ensure their 
success in school and life. Eighty percent of voters said that early learning investments are 
very important to help children achieve their third-grade reading goals.  
 
Support for early childhood investments has grown significantly since 2014. The percentage 
of voters saying we should do more for young children’s education has increased by 15 points 
since 2014 to 80 percent, including a 15-point increase among Republicans and a 27 percent 
increase among Independents. 
 
Download NCECF’s 2018 Voter Poll Toolkit to see levels of voter support for home visiting, 
Smart Start and NC Pre-K, raising early educator compensation and standards, and other 
early childhood investments. Help spread the word that NC voters support investments in 
early childhood by using tools like the press release and letter to the editor templates, social 
media resources, PowerPoint presentation, fact sheet, and more. 
 

Grounding Ourselves in Racial Equity 
 
Mandy Ableidinger, Policy and Practice Leader at NCECF, shared with stakeholders that in 
creating the Pathways Action Framework, the Design Team used an equity lens, focused 
explicitly but not exclusively on racial equity. In doing their work, the Design Teams aimed to 
prioritize actions that would improve outcomes for children of color, and also for children 
from low-income families, children and families who don’t speak English, and children with 
disabilities. Building strategies to improve outcomes for these groups of children will improve 
outcomes for all our children, while the reverse is not necessarily true – building systems for 
“all children” often leaves these groups of children behind. 
 
With funding from the North Carolina Partnership for Children/Smart Start, Pathways was 
fortunate to work with Sterling Freeman and Kathleen Crabbs of OpenSource Leadership 
Strategies during the Design Team process. Kathleen and Sterling provided a racial equity 
training for the Design Team members, attended every Design Team meeting, and worked 
with NCECF staff in between meetings to help the group continue to keep the “slippery fish of 
race” on the table. The resulting Action Framework proposes specific actions to increase racial 
equity in the areas that matter for third grade reading proficiency. 
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Stakeholders heard about some of the ways that the Design Team operationalized the racial 
equity lens, including: 

• Ensuring racial diversity in the room. 
• Disaggregating data by race and ethnicity (and other factors). 
• Prioritizing measures where there are large racial disparities. 
• Intentionally including research on policies and practices that have been shown to 

move the needle specifically for children of color. 
• Providing racial equity training for decision-makers and continued, ongoing equity-

based facilitation throughout the process. 
• Building processes that keep race on the table. 
• Prioritizing strategies and solutions that improve racial equity. 
• Speaking clearly and directly about focusing on racial equity. 

 
The group also heard some highlights from the evaluation of the Design Team’s work with 
Kathleen and Sterling. They noted that the group grew in their use of the racial equity frame 
over the course of the year: 

• Consistently, and across design teams, members made it a practice to incorporate the 
language, tools and framework of a racial equity lens on all of all its work around 
strategies and tactics.  

• This allowed for deeper consideration of the issues they surfaced and slowed the pace 
of their work, which resulted in more thorough analysis. 

• The question, “What does this have to do with race?” became the leading prompt to 
frame their discussions. By Meeting 4, it became a group norm for the Design Team to 
interrogate their process in this fashion. 

• The racial equity lens became a primary assessment tool for prioritizing. 
• The majority of Design Team members found great value in the explicit not exclusive 

focus on racial equity. It allowed for deeper, complicated and more thoughtful 
conversations. It also pushed them to think intentionally about the most vulnerable 
and amplify the experiences and voices of children and families who are often not 
heard. 

 
Design Team members themselves held up the racial equity lens as one of the most 
important pieces of the work. In the survey, they shared ways that they intend to use the 
racial equity lens in their own work, outside of Pathways. Examples include: 

• Integrate the racial equity lens into strategic planning efforts of our own agencies. 
• Interrogate the tools and materials we use in our work. 
• Use the analysis to improve parent-teacher relationships. 
• Use as a lens through which to assess partnership and organizational culture. 



	
November 2018  Page 7 of 14 

• Be intentional about how structural racism impacts outcomes. 
• Use the racial equity framework with our own families. 
• Use as a tool to keep ourselves accountable in our work. 

 
Design Team members also created a statement to share what they mean by a racial equity 
lens, and why they feel it is so critical to this work. Special thanks to our Racial Equity 
Committee, composed of Design Team members, who finalized the statement and presented 
it at the meeting: 

• Phil Redmond, The Duke Endowment 
• Cyndi Soter-O’Neil, ChildTrust Foundation 
• Nicole Gardner-Neblett, University of North Carolina 
• Jill Singer, Early Intervention Branch, Division of Public Health, NC Department of Health 

and Human Services 
• Barbara Leach, Family Support Network of North Carolina 
• Maty Ferrer, Hispanic Family Center, Catholic Charities 
• Karla Buitrago, Prevent Child Abuse North Carolina 
• Cindy Dewey, NC Department of Public Instruction 
• Rhonda Rivers, LeafSpring Schools 
• Tina Sherman, MomsRising 

 
Watch Design Team members presenting the racial equity statement at the stakeholder 
meeting, and download the statement. 
 
After the Design Team members presented the statement, stakeholders discussed this 
question at their tables and reported out to the full group: 

• How has using a racial equity lens impacted your work, or how might making the choice to 
focus on race and ethnicity impact your work going forward?  

 
Racial Equity Committee members shared their own thoughts to kick off the activity. 
 

Pathways Action Framework 
 
After a short break, attendees returned to learn about how the Pathways Action Framework 
was created and to provide their feedback.  
 
First, they learned about some of the NC organizations and agencies that have already 
endorsed the Pathways Action Framework. 
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The Action Framework focuses on a few priority areas, recommended by the Pathways 
Learning Teams and endorsed at our last stakeholder meeting. 
 
When the Pathways Partners last met – in March of 2017 – they authorized smaller Design 
Teams to spend a year listening to families and communities, researching and discussing, and 
to ultimately recommend a set of policies and practices that could improve children’s reading 
proficiency by the end of third grade. The Design Teams were charged with focusing on three 
priority areas – young children’s social-emotional health, high quality birth-through-age-eight 
education, and regular school attendance. Stakeholders focused in on these areas because 
the North Carolina data showed strong interconnections among the three areas, high levels 
of overall need, and high disparities based on race and ethnicity, income and other factors. 
 
Design Teams met six times from summer 2017 through summer 2018 and, in addition to 
their own considerable expertise and lived experience, considered input from families, local 
service providers in 14 communities across the state, and national research on what moves 
the needle in these areas specifically for children of color. From hundreds of possible policy 
and practice changes, the Design Teams carved out a set that they thought would best move 
the state forward towards our collective goal of all children reading on grade-level by the end 
of third grade. The resulting Action Framework does not aim to be a comprehensive plan of 
everything children and families need to succeed. Rather, it is a place to start. Download the 
Action Framework. 

Sample of Action Framework 
Endorsements

North	Carolina													
Infant-Toddler	Program
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Thanks to four of our Design Team members who presented the Action Framework at the meeting: 
Marian Earls, Community Care for North Carolina; Terry Stoops, John Locke Foundation; Tina 
Sherman, MomsRising; and Nicky Charles, East Durham Children’s Initiative. 
 
After the Design Team presented their work to the stakeholders, we invited the group to react 
to the Action Framework by considering it individually, noting what spoke to them or what 
they thought was most critical.  
 
Part of what is giving this work power is its cross-sector nature – policymakers are using 
Pathways in their work because they see the multitude of groups engaged. One way we will 
move this Framework forward is by being able to demonstrate that cross-sector support. We 
also want to know which organizations and agencies in the state are doing work on the 
various Actions in the Framework. To that end, stakeholders took a few minutes to complete a 
2-page survey that asked:  

• Can your organization/agency endorse the Pathways Measures of Success Framework 
and the new Action Framework?  
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• What Action(s) does your organization/agency already work on or would like to work 
on? 

See Appendix C for a list of Pathways endorsers to date. 
 
After completing the survey, the stakeholders literally gave the Action Framework a big 
thumbs-up! 
 

 
 
 

Mapping Pathways’ Value-Add 
 
As lunchtime approached, the group was invited to share what they viewed as Pathways’ 
strengths and value-adds. Identifying what aspects of the work have been useful up to this 
point would provide us with good information as we think about how Pathways can best add 
value in that next phase – implementing our collective Action Framework. Stakeholders were 
invited to find a partner and discuss the following question: 

• What are Pathways’ strengths? What has been its value-add? 
 
Individual conversations were followed by pop-ups, with Jim, the graphic artist, documenting 
feedback. Attendees shared that several aspects added value, strengthened the process and 
added credibility, authority and legitimacy to the resulting Frameworks, including: 

• Using a process that resulted in a high level of cross-sector participation and vetting of 
the Measures of Success Framework and the Action Framework 

• Taking the time needed to use a racial equity lens 
• Including cross-sector actors 
• Encourage partners to step out of their silos  
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• Addressing the child in the context of her family and community 
• Getting to specific, meaningful actions 
• Focusing on cultural relevancy 
• Being research- and data-driven  

 
Jim’s art captured the conversation: 

 
By understanding how Pathways has added value in the process so far, we can determine in 
what ways Pathways could be helpful as North Carolina shifts into implementation of the 
Action Framework. 
 

 
Transitioning to Implementation 
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After a lunch break, when attendees networked, socialized, and shared their #PathwaysRipple 
effects with Jim to add to the art, NCECF invited the group to begin thinking about how North 
Carolina should move from development of the Pathways Measures of Success and Action 
Frameworks to implementation of the recommended Actions.  
 
The Pathways process has been a collective effort, and that implementation of the Action 
Framework will be collective as well. Stakeholders in the room are already working on and are 
the experts in these Actions, and Pathways wanted to learn from them what would be the 
most helpful and supportive role for Pathways in the policy implementation phase.  
 
Based on Pathways’ strengths and value-add the group had communicated, stakeholders 
were invited to brainstorm at their tables how Pathways could best be helpful as we move 
into the implementation phase of the work. NCECF shared some possible ideas, and asked 
the group to share their thoughts in return. For example: 
 
Pathways has stepped into the data implementation role: 

• Thanks to the Duke Endowment, NCECF will be convening a Data Advisory Council and 
workgroup in 2019 to guide data advocacy for the state – improving data collection on 
the Pathways measures of success that currently don’t have data, or don’t have quality 
data.  

• One of that group’s first tasks will be to convene experts on social-emotional health 
and help the state come up with a way to measure children’s social-emotional health at 
the population level, so that we understand how children are doing in our state on SE 
health. 

 
We have also considered possibilities like: 

• Convening lead advocacy organizations who are working on the items in the agenda.  
• Providing communications tools connecting these issues to third grade reading 

proficiency, for use in advocacy and messaging by the Partners working in these areas. 
• Convening a Stewardship Council to track, monitor and report on the work going on 

among partner organizations to advance the Framework. 
 
Tables then worked independently to answer this question: 
 
Imagine that it is five years from now and North Carolina has made progress on implementing this 
Action Framework. How did Pathways support our success to date?  

• What specific roles did it play?  
• What was most helpful to those implementing the framework? Be specific. 
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• How did it play that role? With whom?  
  
Stakeholders came up with a wealth of ideas. Themes that emerged included:  

• Collecting and Reporting Data and Storytelling – both quantitative and qualitative 
• Convening and Facilitating, including: 

o Among shared leadership of all the early childhood state initiatives 
o Regional conversations of local organizations implementing Pathways actions 
o Among champions, such as policymakers, businesses, funders, etc. 
o Organizing philanthropic community to co-fund strategies 
o Networked improvement communities who would engage together in problems 

of practice and support each other 
o Among key policy staff working on Pathways Actions to keep the work aligned 
o Forming a steering committee with the key lead/point organization for each area 

to continue the Pathways work 
• Creating Toolkits and Resources 
• Doing strategic communications 
• Analyzing Policy, including analysis of what policies are coming up at the state, local or 

national levels 
• Evaluating the progress of Action Framework implementation, including noting where 

more resources are needed 
• Engaging families 
• Continuing to lead on racial equity 
• Engaging Funders and Stakeholders 
• Guiding Practice – how things are operationalized 
• Developing Action steps – who and how 
• Conducting a gap analysis on the integration of 0-8 into one system 
• Thinking about how to integrate Pathways with the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading 

in North Carolina 
 
Each table’s full feedback is shared in Appendix D. We will be surveying the broader group of 
Pathways Partners to test these ideas and ask which ones rank as most impactful. 
 

Evaluation and Next Steps 
 
Stakeholders took a few minutes to complete an evaluation of the meeting. On a scale of 0 to 
5, with 0 being “not worth my time” to 5 being “well worth my time,” 96 percent of survey 
respondents ranked the meeting a 5 (61%) or a 4 (35%). The remaining four percent (2 
responses) ranked the meeting a 3. Meeting attendees also shared their impressions of the 
meeting’s strengths and areas for improvement.  
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See Appendix E for full survey results. 
 
What’s Coming Next . . . 

• The Pathways Action Framework will be officially released by the end of November 
2018. 

• NCECF will share meeting attendees’ ideas on how Pathways can be helpful in 
supporting implementation of the Action Framework with the broader list of Pathways 
Partners and ask you to rank the proposed ideas by how useful you think they will be. 

• Pathways will launch a process to highlight gaps in the NC data behind the Pathways 
Measures of Success and begin improving the state’s data collection and analysis. 

• As implementation of the Framework gets underway, we will share first/next steps 
proposed by the Design Team for the items in the Action Framework. 

	
	

Pathways Partners will continue endorsing the Framework by 
completing this (very) short survey.  

 
Is your organization or agency ready to endorse? 

	
	
	


