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The Story

Educational inequality resulting from wealth disparity leaves many students from low-income families unprepared for college or
career.While this problem affects the entire nation, the 80-mile corridor between Aspen and Parachute in western Colorado
exemplifies these inequality issues. In this region, over half of children are not ready for kindergarten, and only 73 percent of
low-income youth graduate high school. Recognizing that this problem reached beyond the classroom, the Aspen Community
Foundation (ACF), under the direction of Tamara Tormohlen, launched the Aspen to Parachute Cradle to Career Initiative (CCI)
in 2012. CCl brings together the non-profit, public, and private sectors to pursue four high-level goals: Goal |:All Children
Should be Ready for Kindergarten; Goal 2: All Children Should Develop Social and Life Assets for Success and Happiness; Goal
3:All Children Should Succeed Academically; Goal 4: All Youth Should Graduate High School Ready for College and Career.With
former Aspen Mayor John Bennett now serving as CCl’s Director, CCl has instituted community enrichment programs for 1,400

K-8 students, two pre-kindergarten “jumpstart” programs for at-risk children, and two mobile “preschools on wheels” reaching
120 underserved children.

The Collaboration

Government Business

Local School Districts
Partner with CClI to align curricula
with the academic skills required for
future success, provide student enrichment
opportunities, and expand college/career
advising programs; collaborate with
CCl to provide on-school venues and
teachers for jumpstart programs

Valley View Hospital
Worked with CCl to start an
automatic home visit referral program
for every hospital birth; helps teach
at-risk parents about forming healthy
bonds with children
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The Intersector Result

CCI has mobilized over 60 non-profit
organizations, four school districts, government
agencies, and business leaders throughout the
Colorado region from Aspen to Parachute in
a community-led collaboration designed to
address educational inequality. CCl has identified
four high-level goals to prepare all children

Aspen Skiing Company and
other local businesses
Serve on ACF Board of Directors
and partner with schools to
provide internship opportunities,
career guidance, and real-world

County and State Health and
Human Services Agencies
Partner with CCI to identify and
improve access to a variety of
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Non-Profit

Aspen Community Foundation
Serves as “backbone organization” for CCl and helps convene
leaders across sectors, mobilize funding, and build public support

Raising a Reader and over 60 other local non-profits
Contribute to CCl initiatives including free health checks, bilingual
family visits, book bag exchanges to CCl’s jumpstart programs

FSG, Strive Together Network and

other national organizations
Help CCI develop a problem solving framework
based on data-driven strategies, proven
development indicators, and
community engagement
The Intersector Project (IJ



The Leadership

John is Cradle to Career Director for ACF. Between 1991 and 1999, he served four terms as Mayor of Aspen, Colorado. He
began his career as a successful businessman, founding and operating a chain of restaurants in Colorado, Texas, and Mexico.

He has also served as vice president of the Aspen Institute, president of For the Forest, executive director of the Cordoba

Initiative, and as advisor to several additional non-profit organizations.

Contextual Intelligence

Having spent his entire career working for and across different sectors, John, like many members of the ACF
leadership team, developed a keen understanding of the different motivations and values that drive the private,
non-profit, and public spheres to become involved in an educational program like CCI. John explains that public
schools recognize the limitations of working in isolation and seek to broaden community involvement and support;
non-profits seek ways to increase the effectiveness and reach of their programs; business leaders understand

the importance of quality education to community vitality and thus the future success of their own enterprises;
and philanthropists seek to amplify the beneficial effects of their charitable contributions and want to see how
their support helps achieve important social change.As Mayor of Aspen, John recognized the important role

that collaboration and consensus building play in developing the long-term working relationships and community
support necessary to successfully address social issues. This prior exposure to cross-sector collaboration enabled
the ACF team and John to identify core common interests shared by community leaders, who may on the surface
appear to have significant differences. By identifying these underlying commonalities, John and the ACF team helped
break through barriers to progress while also establishing a solid platform for future CCI partnerships to flourish.

Integrated Networks

ACEF is a highly respected community foundation with broad local networks and a valuable reputation for leadership.
Likewise, John has served as a visible leader in the community for several decades.As four-term Mayor, he worked
on a variety of diverse projects in the region from building affordable housing to improving transportation and
protecting the environment.As vice president of the Aspen Institute, John organized a symposium that convened
distinguished world leaders and Nobel Laureates to address the effects of globalization on humanity. Therefore,
when developing CCI,ACF and John used their established relationships and professional legitimacy to convene a
diverse group of stakeholders from the non-profit, public, and private sectors. ACF called upon its many non-profit
partners and John reached out to his former colleagues to encourage them to consider ways for their respective
organizations to become more involved in CCl.The result of this outreach contributed to the development of
CClI’s plan to extend existing youth enrichment programs to previously underserved demographics and create
new programs to fill gaps. Utilizing their integrated networks also allowed ACF and John to develop a clear
understanding of how a community can come together to successfully address a widening youth achievement gap.

Transferable Skills

As Mayor, John learned how to use effective and persuasive communication to convene diverse stakeholders,
inspire action, and reach consensus across multiple partners.Along with other experienced ACF leaders, John
employed these same communication skills with CCI to attract multiple partners through a well-organized

slide show presentation that highlighted the region’s educational shortcomings, detailed CCl's comprehensive
collective impact strategy, and thoroughly expressed the benefits of cross-sector collaboration. By appealing to
the goodwill of the community with a well-prepared presentation, ACF successfully convened approximately 100
cross-sector community leaders from the 80-mile region stretching from Aspen to Parachute. John and the ACF
team further maintained interest in CCl and encouraged consensus building by maintaining a strong sense of direct
communication with community leaders. If a member of the ACF team sensed an unspoken disagreement amongst
one or more of the action team’s members, John or another team member would directly contact them after the
meeting to discuss their concerns.This type of communication greatly contributed to the early success of CCI.

Balanced Motivations

In his career in both business and public office, John faced conflicting needs on a regular basis. As Mayor of Aspen,
his ability to reconcile these conflicting needs enabled him to address important social issues like the need for
affordable housing during a time when vacation homes made up 70 percent of the city’s private residences. John
managed to address a variety of cultural, social, and environmental issues while still producing an annual budget
surplus as mayor. John has always had an overarching desire to create public good, and it shows in his long career
of public and non-profit service.As a result, when ACF approached John about serving as the Director of CCl, John
accepted because he recognized how his cross-sector experience and ability to balance conflicting needs could
benefit the collaborative undertakings of CCl. Despite being semi-retired at the time, John not only saw the need
to help build youth success in the region, but also saw a way to address the region’s widening income gap, which
threatened the future integrity of the region’s communities. The Intersector Project (.2’



The Toolkit

o

Establish a governance structure

For over 30 years, ACF has supported important social missions through grants to non-profits in the region.With
the issue of educational inequality, ACF decided to take a more proactive approach with CCI. ACF recognized that
in order for CCI to achieve sustainable progress, ACF needed nearly 100 local leaders from diverse backgrounds
to combine their efforts and resources into a unified action plan.Tamara realized that such a complicated
endeavor required a clear governance structure that encouraged participation, promoted transparency, held
members accountable, and created a shared community vision.To achieve this, ACF initiated monthly roundtable
discussions as a way to incorporate all participants. Seating everyone in a circle encouraged consensus building
while ensuring that everyone at the roundtable had an opportunity to contribute. If, however, the group failed to
reach a consensus on a particular topic, the group would have a simple vote where members could either show
approval with a thumbs up, express concern or ambivalence with a sideways thumb, or express disapproval with
a thumbs down. If anyone voted against a motion, the group continued discussions on the topic until everyone at
the roundtable either reached a consensus or at least voted with a sideways thumb. Eventually these community
roundtables evolved into four self-selected action teams focused on the four high-level goals of CCI. Each action
team had three community co-chairs and followed the same roundtable meeting and voting structure.

Share discretion

ACEF leaders like Tamara and eventually John facilitated early CCl roundtable discussions by both introducing and
concluding each meeting. However, when the larger community roundtable divided into action teams, each action
team appointed three members of the community as co-chairs to lead each month’s discussion. Thus, ACF allocated
decision-making authority and implementation to members of the community with issue-specific expertise. CCl
participants also voluntarily chose which area of the initiative they wanted to focus on, and therefore which

action team they wanted to participate in.This ensured that everyone with a sector-specific stake in the planning
process, like a local business’s interest in finding career-ready employees, had a distinct voice in the action team’s
final outcome.An example of this shared decision-making occurred when the action team dedicated to preparing
children for kindergarten developed a plan to make home visit referrals an automatic part of all new births at the
Valley View Hospital. Prior to CCl’s involvement, home visit groups had difficultly identifying and helping mothers
with multiple risk factors because of privacy concerns with the hospital revealing patient information.As a result,
this often left mothers in the greatest need of assistance without additional support.To remedy this problem,

CCl united representatives from the hospital, home visit groups, and community to develop the logistics for an
automatic home visit referral program.This enabled the hospital and home visit groups to develop a practical
solution to their communication barrier, while also giving decision-making authority to the organizations with the
functional competency to execute the program. In addition to benefiting the overall strength of the collaboration’s
goals, this process of shared discretion also lead to greater buy-in from community members who could see that
their direct involvement with CCI played a significant role in achieving positive outcomes.

Establish transparency of viewpoints

ACF leaders designed CCl meetings to encourage consensus building in an open environment. In everything

from sitting at a round table to having community peers co-chair discussions, Tamara wanted each member to

feel comfortable about contributing their unique or differing opinions to the discussion.This transparency and
commitment to consensus building helped strengthen CCI when the action team dedicated to preparing high-
school graduates for college and careers encountered an internal disagreement with regards to what constituted
“college and career readiness.” Despite occurring in the early developmental stages of CCl, ACF leaders and the rest
of the action team had the foresight to slow down their progress until the team could incorporate the perspectives
of all 20 participating members and fully agree upon the resulting action plan.Through actively acknowledging
everyone’s viewpoint, the action team created a common cross-sector understanding of the problem, which in turn
promoted group trust, encouraged innovation, and supported a long-term collaborative relationship.

Share a vision of success

The first several months of the collaboration focused on reaching a consensus about the four high-level goals of
CCl, desired outcomes, and measurable indicators of success. Once members of the larger community roundtable
developed a baseline for the mission and priorities of the collaboration, the self-selected action teams created both
short-term and long-term collaborative targets to jumpstart progress towards educational equality in the region.
ACF then published the four high-level goals along with the collaborator’s desired outcomes, rationale for action, a
list of general progress indicators, and a list of key action targets into a comprehensive community action plan.This
action plan serves as the common link holding stakeholders together while providing a guide for future action and

a means for consistently measuring results. The Intersector Project (.3’



The Intersector Result

The Aspen Community Foundation, through charitable contributions to nonprofits and community
engagement throughout the region, has already started building a brighter future for the 22,000 youths
aged 0——-—18 living in the Aspen to Parachute region. ACF supports preschool and daycare tuition
assistance for over 100 low-income families, early childhood education and home visitation programs
for 2,700 young children, academic mentoring and out-of-school programming for 7,000 school-aged
students, college and post-secondary counseling and college scholarships for more than 1,600 students,
literacy education, parenting education and case management for 1,500 adults, legal counsel for 1,800
individuals, subsidized primary health, reproductive health, mental health and dental health care for
1,500 at-risk individuals, and an emergency assistance fund, providing meals, shelter, domestic violence
protection, and medical treatment assistance for 6,000 people. Now with CCI,ACF continues to fill
educational gaps in the region through their direct pursuit of CCl’s four high-level goals. Early CCI
projects include:

Creating “Enrichment Wednesdays” in the Roaring Fork School District to engage students

> with the community and expand their access to tutoring, community enrichment programs,
sports and outdoor activities, mentoring programs, and career counseling with local business
professionals.

Contracting with CiviCore to link community resources through an internet platform for use
in connecting schools, organizations, students, and families.

Creating a month-long “Boost Camp,” or academically-focused summer camp for children ages
6—10 in Rifle to provide on-going learning opportunities for children who would otherwise
not be able to participate in a structured summer program.

Partnering with Basalt High School to provide a college counseling program to high school
students.

Promoting early-childhood development with two mobile preschool classrooms serving
low-income children ages 3-5 in Rifle and New Castle who would otherwise not be able to
participate in an early education program. Staffed with two licensed bilingual teachers, the
buses travel to multiple neighborhoods twice each week for two hours at a time. Moreover,
the buses are equipped with Raising A Reader book bags and include monthly parent meetings
to help parents develop stronger parenting skills.
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“By working together and adopting a common strategy and goals...we can make a vastly
larger difference in our children’s lives than we ever could working separately.”
— John Bennett, Director, Cradle to Career Initiative
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