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Bright Beginnings Early Childhood Development Initiative 

About Bright Beginnings Early Childhood Development Initiative

The Bright Beginnings Early Childhood Development Initiative was launched by the Monterey County 
Children’s Council in 2012.  It uses a collective impact approach to mobilize change for young children and 
their families. The backbone staff and consultants are supported by the Early Childhood Advisory Group 
and the Children’s Council to guide the initiative’s vision and strategy, implement aligned activities, 
establish shared measurement, build public will, advance policy, and mobilize resources. The initiative 
supports local change projects throughout Monterey County including within local communities that 
responded to a call for collaboration in 2014.  Bright Beginnings works closely with the cradle-to-career 
initiative Bright Futures, coordinating work for Bright Futures Goals 1 and 2 - Early Learning and 
Kindergarten Readiness. Funding comes from the Health Department, David & Lucile Packard Foundation, 
First 5 Monterey County and the Claire Giannini Fund. The backbone staff are hosted at First 5 Monterey 
County and United Way. 

The overarching goal of the Bright Beginnings is to transform systems to better support every child, ages 
0-8 years, and family in Monterey County.  The result will be improved health and well-being for children 
and their families. The initiative has continued to grow and evolve during the 2017-18 year.  Major 
achievements in 2017-2018 include substantial movement along the collective impact continuum, the 
collaborative development and launch of Monterey County’s first strategic plan for transforming systems 
to better support early childhood development: “Together, preparing every child for life and school,” the 
alignment of activities and resources around the plan, the implementation of systems/policy changes in 
South County and a focus on developing local leadership aligned with our value of equity.

Capacity Building: Collective Impact and Theory of Action 

The collective impact model includes the five elements of common vision, mutually reinforcing activities, 
continuous communication, shared measurement and backbone support. Figure 1 provides highlights of 
initiative’s activity in each element of  Bright Beginnings theory of action, which delineates capacity 
building along a continuum of exploring to applying. Despite a cut in budget, Bright Beginnings achieved or 
exceeded in many elements, and continues to perform on par with similar collective impact efforts. In 
2017-2018, there was progress in the areas of common vision, shared measurement, and backbone 
support (the staff and resources that support community collaboration and action) [Figure 2]. 

In terms of continuous communication, the visibility of Bright Beginnings increased over the past year. 
Through our Twitter, Facebook and Instagram platforms 97,000 impressions were made, a 44% increase 
over the previous year. The community also engaged more with Bright Beginnings, as can be seen by an 
80% increase in followers (to 441 total followers) and a 629% increase in messages received. The monthly 
e-newsletter reached 685 people.

Backbone staff and partners participated in a variety of community events and also built their capacity by 
attending national collective impact conferences. Four partners (from Bright Beginnings/Bright Futures, 
First 5 and United Way) were trained in Results Based Leadership by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
learning skills that they put to use in guiding the strategic planning process.  
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Building Capacity Around Collective Impact Figure 1.

Mutually reinforcing action: Implementing 

projects and policy advocacy strategies; early 

wins in several communities. 

Collective Impact Capacity: Bright Beginnings has a strong, Backbone with dedicated staff funded by 
diverse sources. In 2017/18, new community organizing, project management, facilitation, and data 

& evaluation capacity was added to the backbone. The creation of the ECD Advisory Group 
increased technical capacity. 

Learning Culture: Bright Beginnings’ 

learning culture could be seen in the 

regular sharing of lessons with other 

collective impact efforts, and in 

partners’ open discussion of 

challenges faced and lessons learned. 

Common Vision:  The 

shared vision was 

broadened and deepened 

with the launch of 

“Together, preparing 

every child for school and 

life.”  

Continuous Communication: Reduction in 

communication activity due to budget cut. 

Established public media presence on TV 

and radio. Both external and internal 

communication are regular, and support 

sharing of lessons and common vision.  

Shared Measurement: 
Supporting more learning 
and accountability with new 
community-level goals, and 
articulated results chain 
connecting aligned actions 
to factors influencing child 
development, and factors 
influencing child 
development, and 
community-level goals. 

Exploring Developing Fostering Integrating Applying 
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Detailed Progress in Bright Beginnings Collective Impact Model and Theory of Action  Figure 2. 

Collective Impact 
Element 

Goals (from Theory of Action) Specific Objectives for  2017-18 Progress  in 2017-
18 (self-evaluation) 

Common Vision 

All participants share a vision for 
change that includes a common 
understanding of the problem and a 
joint approach to solving the 
problem through agreed-upon 
action.  

Define a shared set of values and vision for how 
the initiative will support change. 

Exceeded 

Define shared community goals for supporting 
early childhood development. 

Achieved 

Analyze and build shared understanding of key 
drivers of child development. 

Exceeded 

Mutually 
Reinforcing 
Activities 

A diverse set of stakeholders, 
typically across sectors, coordinate a 
set of differentiated activities 
through a mutually reinforcing plan 
of action.  

Develop a strategic plan of action to guide the 
initiative and focus activities. 

Achieved 

Steer partner resources towards priority 
strategies.  

Some progress 

Design and implement change projects. Some progress 

Continuous 
Communication 

All players engage in frequent and 
structured open communication to 
assure mutual objectives and create 
common motivation. 

Support exchange of lessons across CATs, and 
learn from best practice in other communities. 

Achieved 

Increase visibility of initiative and change projects. 
Translate website and increase use of Spanish 
language. 

Achieved 

Shared 
Measurement 

All participating organizations agree 
on the ways success will be 
measured and 
reported.  

Develop a results framework connecting 
community goals with key drivers of child 
development and specific change projects. 
Develop common terminology. 

Achieved 

A short list of common indicators is 
identified and used for learning and 
improvement. 

Develop suitable results measures for change 
projects. 

Some progress 

Help CATs use data for implementation. Achieved 

Backbone Support 

An independent, funded staff 
dedicated to the initiative provides 
ongoing support guiding the 
initiative’s vision and strategy, 
supporting aligned activities, 
establishing shared measurement 
building public will, advancing policy, 
and mobilizing resources. 

Maintain staff capacity to guide initiative. Achieved 

Increase facilitation, data & evaluation, project 
management and community organizing capacity. 

Achieved 

Operationalize equity focus. Some progress 

Learning Culture 

All participants contribute to an 
environment dedicated to learning 
from what has worked and what 
hasn’t worked through support, trust 
and respect.  

Develop process for understanding of issues, 
including inequities. 

Achieved 

Challenge ourselves to test assumptions and 
analyzed local kindergarten readiness data.  

Achieved 

Collective Impact 
Capacity  

The Initiative builds the skills, talents 
and resources necessary to support 
moving forward with the vision and 
mission. 

Incorporate results based leadership approaches. Achieved 
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Photos from Top: Bright Beginnings staff, CAT leaders and partners at a strategy retreat in late 2017. Center: Community leaders at the 
launch of the “Together preparing every child for life and school” (May 2018). Right: Sofia Garza, of the Salinas CAT is interviewed by 
local TV station KION during the launch event. Bottom: A planning session with the Salinas CAT (2018). Michelle Slade, Mayra Perez-Diaz, 
Megan Kennedy-Chouane, and Nina Alcaraz at the January 2018 Bright Futures Bright Spots Celebration. 
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Early Childhood Development Strategic Framework 

To focus collective efforts on improving children’s holistic development, the first countywide early 
childhood development plan was collaboratively developed and launched in 2017-2018.  Guided by the 
Bright Beginnings backbone, the Early Childhood Development (ECD) Advisory Group worked to engage 
key stakeholders, analyze local data and research, and identify priorities to achieve our community goals. 
The work culminated with the launch of “Together, preparing every child for life and school,” the first 
countywide strategic plan to better support all children and their families, from the prenatal stage through 
age 8. The plan articulates two community-wide goals:  

● To double the number of children who are holistically supported so that they are healthy, their
development is on track, and they are well prepared for kindergarten (by 2025).

● To significantly reduce gaps in kindergarten readiness between children in low-income households and
children in non-low-income households (by 2023).
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This strategic plan aims to change the way we as a community think about young children and their 
families, and the ways we all work together to support them. The plan uses a systems approach, takes an 
equity lens, and identifies a shared commitment to the following core values for aligned action:   

● Holistic view of children and families.
● Power of interconnected community systems.
● RIght of all children to access equitable opportunities.
● Culturally responsive and trauma-informed practices.
● Co-creating solutions.
● Tenacious focus on results.
● Informed by research.

In order to develop the plan, the advisory group conducted a thorough analysis of First 5’s Kindergarten 
Readiness Assessment data and a review of state and national relevant research to identify key drivers of 
kindergarten readiness. Once the four key drivers were identified, the advisers reviewed evidence and 
gathered input from community groups to develop effective strategies. The work culminated in the 
creation of a strategic framework, illustrating the links between focus areas, priority strategies, and 
improved child well-being (see Figure 3).  

The plan also  includes clarification of how progress will be monitored and evaluated, and how individual 
project results connect to our overarching community goals. Results-focused goals for each of the priority 
strategies, along with appropriate outcomes and indicators are being developed by the respective action 
teams to fit their change projects. These shared measures will be used by individual organizations and 
agencies to take action and allocate resources. It will take several years to see sufficient sustained effort to 
improve child outcomes at scale. 
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Strategic Framework + Priority Strategies Figure 3.

Strategically Aligned Activity 

To drive forward the priority strategies in “Together, preparing every child for life and school,” partners 
form new or align existing action teams. The teams are assisted by the Bright Beginnings backbone through 
data and evaluation, communication, project management, facilitation, and logistical support. The 
backbone staff also coordinates the overall initiative. This year, Bright Beginnings began supporting several 
new teams, and continued to provide input to the geographically defined Bright Beginnings Collaborative 
Action Teams (CATs).  
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Strategy Goals: Measuring Kindergarten Readiness 

Aligned with the goals of the strategic plan, Bright Beginnings participated in a project to develop better 
ways of understanding and tracking kindergarten readiness. Focus groups were held throughout the 
county and an extensive literature review explored definitions and tools for measuring kindergarten 
readiness. Additional analysis was carried out using previous years’ data and the findings were used by the 
ECD Advisory Group in identifying focus populations and priority work areas.  This work will guide the 
development and implementation of a countywide system for assessing kindergarten readiness and the 
overall goals of the strategic plan. Bright Beginnings will use the outcomes of this project to inform future 
data collection and its shared measurement and evaluation plan. 

Family Friendly Businesses 

Key Driver: Families surrounded by support 
Primary Strategy: Expand paid family leave, protect and support breastfeeding, and implement other 
family-friendly business practices 

The Family Friendly Business project, developed in partnership with the Monterey Peninsula Chamber of 
Commerce, gained momentum in 2017-18. It aims to draw more attention to the importance of businesses 
in creating an environment that supports parents and young children through establishing The Family 
Friendly Employer and Child Welcoming Business certification process. The community officially kicked off 
the project in July at the Monterey Peninsula Chamber of Commerce’s 31st Annual Business Excellence 
Awards Dinner. The first cohort of businesses were honored at an event in August, hosted in partnership 
with Monterey Peninsula Chamber of Commerce and attended by Supervisor Jane Parker, Supervisor 
Simon Salinas, Superintendent of Schools Dr. Nancy Kotowski, and other local leaders. The event was held 
at the Central Coast Federal Credit Union - the first business to be recognized both as a Family Friendly 
Employer and a Child Welcoming Business.  

Local leaders present the Central Coast Credit Union with its certificate (Bright Beginnings, August 2017). 
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Working Group on Impact of Immigration Enforcement 

Key Driver: Equitable System  
Primary Strategy: Designing coherent public policies that will improve the lives of children and families. 

As the strategic plan was taking shape, a team  formed to look more closely at how immigration 
enforcement policies and the current political climate are impacting local children and families. The aim of 
the Working Group was to look at the key drivers and strategies outlined in the plan, and understand how 
immigration issues were intersecting with these factors and how they might be affecting our work. The 
team’s task was to collect local and national data, explore research and engage with local communities. 
Findings were to be shared with the Children’s Council and the ECD Advisory Group in 2018-19. 

Maternal Mental Health Task Force 

Key Driver: Empowered + Resilient Families 
Primary Strategy: Improve support for parents’ and caregivers’ mental health. 

In 2018, Bright Beginnings began to provide 
facilitation, project management and other 
collective impact supports to the Monterey County 
Maternal Mental Health Task Force, chaired by 
Monterey County Behavioral Health.  Maximizing 
and leveraging an existing entity to implement the 
strategy made a natural partnership.
      
The Task Force has a bold vision: Pregnant and 
parenting mothers and their families will thrive and 
experience mental wellness during pregnancy and 
infant years, and the health and well-being of 
children will improve across Monterey County. The 
Task Force is currently conducting a survey of 
maternal mental health services to identify barriers 
that can be addressed to improve support for 
mothers and families.  

Geographic Collaborative Action Teams (CATs) 

Bright Beginnings continued to support local communities with responsive, flexible supports where 
needed. In addition, many CAT leaders were closely involved in the development of the strategic plan. In 
2018-2019, the Backbone and CATs are working together to identify strategic priorities aligned with the 
framework.  

Maternal Mental Health Task Force at work, lead by Dana Edgull, 
Monterey County Behavioral Health Prevention Manager and 
supported by Bright Beginnings consultant Stephanie McMurtie. 
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Salinas Preschool for All

The Salinas CAT continued to develop its vision of a top quality early childhood education opportunity for 
every 3-5 year old in the city of Salinas. With support from Bright Beginnings community organizer, the 
parent leaders gathered over 700 responses to a community survey. They analyzed the data and are using 
the insights to plan the next steps of their campaign.   Members of the Salinas CAT also participated in the 
bilingual Women’s Policy Institute Fellowship, which helped develop local leadership skills and focus their 
efforts.   

Pajaro Promotoras 

In 2018, five community leaders from Pajaro completed their training as promotoras (community health 
workers). The training was provided by the Center for Community Advocacy (CCA) and Pajaro Valley Prevention 
and Student Assistance (PVPSA), as part of the Pajaro CAT’s work to better support parents in their community.  

Staff from CCA, PVPSA, First 5 Monterey 
County and Bright Beginnings with the 
Promotoras graduates in Pajaro  

Bright Beginnings community organizer Maria 
Carmen Parra with early childhood information 
and some of the 700 surveys collected  
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Greenfield TK and Kindergarten Resource Fair 

Key Driver: Equitable System  
Primary Strategy: Transform early care and education 

systems to increase access and improve quality.  

In March, the Greenfield CAT hosted its third annual 
Community Resource Festival. This year, building on 
lessons learned in previous festivals, families could 
register for Transitional Kindergarten and other early 
learning opportunities, in addition to kindergarten. The 
event was a huge success attracting over 300 families 
and 30+ service providers.      

Gonzales: Implementing Policy and Practices to Support Children, Families and Child Caregivers 

Key Driver: Caregivers Support Children 
Primary Strategy: Establish capacity supports for family, friends and neighbors’ caregivers 

The City of Gonzales held its very first city-wide playgroup for Friends, Family and Neighbor child caregivers 
at St. Theodore’s Church. These monthly playgroups are not only spaces for young children to play with 
each other, but also an opportunity for informal caregivers to connect with one another and learn early 
childhood development activities they can easily implement at home.  

As these playgroups continue, staff will be 
asking caregivers to provide feedback about 
what they are learning and how the playgroups 
can be improved. After this first meeting, all 
survey respondents shared they learned 
activities that they could implement at home. 

Led by the City of Gonzales Recreation 
Department in partnership with the 
community, the playgroups are funded in part 
by the City of Gonzales Measure K and United 
Way Monterey County, with collective action 
support (facilitation, data and evaluation, and 
technical knowledge) from Bright Beginnings. 

Caregiver and children at a Family, Friend and Neighbor Child Caregiver Playgroup in Gonzales 

Greenfield CAT participants, Bright Beginnings backbone 
staff Mayra Perez Diaz of United Way and facilitator 
Michelle Slade 
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Key Driver: Equitable System  
Primary Strategy: Design coherent public policies that will improve the lives of children and families. 

With support from the 2017 Women’s Policy Institute Fellows and the Health Department, the City of 
Gonzales included child and youth focused language in their Health and Wellness element of their General 
Plan.  That language has already led to systems and policy changes supporting city programs focused on 
prevention and early intervention.  For their pioneering efforts, Gonzales would be recognized by the 
Monterey County Children’s Council in 2018-19 — receiving the first Champion for Children Award.   

Looking Ahead:  Plans for 2018-2019 

In 2018-19 the Bright Beginnings Initiative will further develop the strategic plan by defining a shared 
measurement system and deepening aligned activity. With a focus on designing solutions within the ten 
key strategy areas, Collaborative Action Teams will plan and implement activities based on a theory of 
change and monitoring, evaluation, and accountability plan for their project. To better track process, 
improvement of project tracking systems and engaging more partners in each of the action areas is 
needed. All of this will require attracting new and leveraging existing public and private resources.  
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