
Local Smart Start Partnerships provide cross-sector leadership, infrastructure and funding 
to strengthen the early childhood system in each county. By building executive directors’ 
community leadership skills, including an equity lens, they are able to be even more impactful in 
improving community systems. Three Leaders Collaborative Alumni System Leadership Retreats 
were held in the final year of the project to leverage the strengths of the alumni leaders and 
apply what was learned during their cohort toward the identification of cross-system priorities, 
and to plan together for continuing statewide leadership development.

Supporting and Strengthening Early Childhood Leaders

The Smart Start’s Leaders Collaborative program 
brings together local executive leaders across the state 
to address disparities affecting North Carolina’s children. 
This innovative leadership development program, 
designed to further the goals of North Carolina’s Race to 
the Top - Early Learning Challenge grant, equipped Smart 
Start Local Partnership Executive Directors and North 
Carolina Partnership for Children (NCPC) staff with the 
facilitative, community-building skills needed to enhance 
the competencies of individual leaders, build skills for 
collaboration within organization, and assist community-
wide dialogue, planning, and action to decrease 
disparities for young children. 

Leaders Collaborative participants worked in four nine-
month cohort groups, where they determined data-based 
disparities affecting children in their communities and 
cultivated the skills needed to convene stakeholders to 
collaboratively address the disparity. Participants learned 
together as a Community of Practice, using an interactive 
online learning tool between sessions. They also received 
Leading for Equity training to explore structural racism as 
it contributes to disparities. Five members of each cohort 
received additional funding to host Leading for Equity 
retreats in their local communities. The retreats convened 
stakeholders, including early childhood teachers, parents, 
elected officials, administrators, business, and public 
leaders to uncover the impact of structural racism and 
explore how to increase opportunities for the success of 
all children.
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Alumni Retreats are designed to ensure sustainability and the activities associated with them 
focus on how Smart Start leaders can build capacity for systems leadership through effective 
collaboration, with Smart Start as a community leader for collective impact, including taking 
action to advance racial equity within the early childhood system.
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 l The Leaders Collaborative sought to 
intentionally build the personal leadership 
capacity of participants. Initially, there was 
hesitancy from participants about the time 
commitment away from daily management 
responsibilities. The stipend for participation 
helped entice them to participate. At the end of 
each cohort, the participants identified concrete 
ways their leadership had changed with greater 
benefits in building new relationships through 
this Community of Practice with peers and 
NCPC staff, learning new tools and improving 
skills to facilitate community partnerships more 
effectively. The quality of relationship was a 
pervasive theme from community partners, 
too, as they interacted with the local leaders 
during and after the community conversations, 
and shared agreements. There was a carry-over 
benefit in the way executive directors interacted 
with their boards and staff. The skills learned 
to enhance interactions with local communities 
also helped leaders be more effective with 
their boards, especially in using data to drive 
decision-making.

 l The development of knowledge, and skills to 
address issues of equity and disparities helped 
leaders and communities better address root 
causes and move to action, but feedback was 
mixed. While the content was meaningful, some 
struggled emotionally and felt uncomfortable 
in how to best make an application. However, 
almost half of the participants planned on 
integrating equity into their overall focus and 
were actively working on specific disparities as 
part of their ongoing work. There is still system-
wide work to do that will sustain a focus on 
disparities and maintain this early momentum. 

What did we learn?

The alumni retreats will have an equity focus 
and there are emerging leaders among the 
alumni who are committed to addressing 
inequities.

 l The Online Learning Community used in-
between sessions was challenging for those 
with internet limitations. It was mostly used 
as a conversation tool where they posted 
and responded to ideas and insights, as 
well as located some resources, and sample 
documents. It was not seamlessly integrated 
into existing platforms for other Smart Start 
business and was used only in its basic form.

 l A later component added to the project was 
individual and peer coaching in small groups. 
Feedback from the participants indicated 
this was a valuable addition to assist them 
in deepening their understanding of the 
concepts and improve their ability to put them 
into practice.

 l Participants in all four cohorts felt strongly 
that the overall Smart Start network was 
strengthened by the Leaders Collaborative. 
There was appreciation for this positive 
impact demonstrated during state meetings, 
where issues are now framed more effectively, 
and dialogue is more positive and productive 
largely because there is a strong sense of 
camaraderie, a connection to the shared 
mission, and greater feelings of support. 
Through these shared experiences of the local 
partnership executive directors and NCPC 
staff learning together over an extended 
period of time, there is greater commitment 
to “shifting the odds” for all children across 
the Smart Start network.
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