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About this report and the Ready
To Learn Initiative
This case study report is for people interested
in funding, managing, forming, or improving
community partnerships. It provides an in-depth
account of strategies associated with success
in Community Collaboratives for Early Learning
and Media, or CC-ELM. A national network of
thirty CC-ELM—local partnerships among public
media stations and organizations such as schools,
libraries, afterschool program providers, parent
and family advocacy groups, and housing
authorities—were developed and implemented
between 2015 and 2020 as part of the CPB-PBS
Ready To Learn Initiative funded by the U.S.
Department of Education.
CPB-PBS Ready To Learn Research partners EDC
and SRI International completed six case studies as
part of their evaluation of CC-ELM implementation
and impacts. The report opens with a cross-case
analysis that places case study findings in the
context of overall evaluation findings; the six case
study reports follow, each focused on a single
community.
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About EDC
Education Development Center (EDC) is a
global nonprofit organization that advances
lasting solutions to improve education,
promote health, and expand economic
opportunity. Since 1958, we have been a
leader in designing, implementing, and
evaluating powerful and innovative
programs in more than 80 countries
around the world.
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SRI Education, a division of SRI International
headquartered in Menlo Park, California,
is tackling the most complex issues in
education and learning to help students
succeed. We work with federal and state
agencies, school districts, major
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international and commercial clients to
address risk factors that impede learning,
assess learning gains, and use technology
for educational innovation.
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About This
Study

The partnerships, called
Community Collaboratives for
Early Learning and Media or
CC-ELM, sought to

This study provides insights into strategies associated with success in
community partnerships focused on early learning and family engagement
that targeted children in families in under-resourced communities.

engage and build relationships with children in families
in low-income communities through high-quality, mediarich learning programs and other services;

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) and the Public Broadcasting
Service (PBS) selected 30 public media stations to establish these
community partnerships as part of the 2015–2020 Ready To Learn Initiative
led jointly by CPB and PBS.

build local parent and educator capacity to support
early learning;

Partnering organizations included the stations, schools and Head Start
programs, libraries, literacy nonprofits, and afterschool learning programs,
as well as organizations such as community centers, interfaith organizations,
clinics, housing authorities, and food pantries. Together, they assessed
local needs and opportunities and identified target communities in which
to focus their work.

mitigate other obstacles, such as food insecurity, that
can impede children’s ability to learn.

CPB and PBS established a national network of CC-ELM by
awarding three cohorts of partnerships in 2015, 2016, and 2018.
Figure 1

CC-ELM NATIONAL NETWORK

PBS Wisconsin
COHORT 1

Austin PBS
DPTV
ideastream
KBTC
KET
MPB

PBS SoCal
WCTE
WFSU
WGBH
WQED

COHORT 2

COHORT 3

Iowa PBS
Nine PBS
OETA
Vegas PBS
WFYI

APT
Arizona PBS
GPB
KAKM
LPB
MPT
PBS Wisconsin

PBS 39
UNC-TV
WCNY
WHRO
WHUT
WIPB
WNET

Note: Case Study CC-ELM (bolded) in the National CC-ELM Network
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PBS 39

Vegas PBS
Nine PBS

PBS SoCal

Austin PBS

Partnership
Activities

While CC-ELM activities varied from community to community by
design, depending on the types of programs and services each
participating organization offered and the local needs and resources,
every CC-ELM offered PBS KIDS Ready To Learn family and child
engagement programs. The programs combined digital media and
hands-on activities to model “playful learning” approaches.
PBS and selected stations designed the
programs and trained both CC-ELM station
staff and partners to facilitate them. The
programs promoted building relationships
with families over time by taking place over
multiple sessions and often by welcoming the
same families back to different programs.
Over half of the CC-ELM also offered
Educator & Community Learning workshops,
professional development programs in which
educators practice guided play strategies and
learn about PBS KIDS digital resources.
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CC-ELM offered a rich array of other programs
and services as well, including other family
learning programs, children’s reading clubs,
large-scale community events, job training
workshops for parents, support for children
to connect with parents who are incarcerated,
and “digital backpacks” and other online
resources to support families during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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In Family & Community Learning
workshops (FCLs), parents (or other
adult family members) engage in
activities alongside their children.
Each FCL series usually meets for
four 2-hour sessions that begin with a
community meal.
Camps have similar learning goals to
those of FCLs, but are for children in
out-of-school-time settings, such as
afterschool or school-break programs.

Who participated
in the study?

30

public media stations and their local partners formed the
national CC-ELM networks evaluated by EDC and SRI.

6

CC-ELM were selected for case studies: PBS SoCal, Vegas PBS,
Austin PBS, Nine PBS, PBS 39, and PBS Wisconsin.
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Research
Design
We interviewed
Ready To Learn research partners EDC and SRI worked with
CPB and PBS to select six CC-ELM for case studies, with the goal
of building on findings from their CC-ELM evaluation.
For the evaluation, EDC and SRI analyzed
each year’s surveys (2017–2020) that they
developed for CC-ELM to administer
 after engagement programs (for parents

and facilitators) to investigate program
implementation and impacts;
 annually (for station and partner staff) to

while also drawing from a range of CC-ELM
that was representative of the national
network (Figure 1). We then reviewed
documents and interviewed 75 people—
63 station and partner organization staff,
parents, and educators, and 12 CPB and PBS
leaders—to examine factors that influenced
CC-ELM successes and challenges.

investigate organizational and community
impacts.
Station staff from all 30 CC-ELM also
responded to a summative reflection survey
in December 2019.
In selecting the six CC-ELM for case studies,
we sought to highlight exemplary strategies
that contributed to the partnerships’ success
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75
12
19
24
14
6

CPB and PBS Ready
To Learn Leaders

Station Staffers

Partners

Parents

Educators

About the
Case Reports
Austin PBS

CC-ELM established in 2015
The first 11 CC-ELM generated the lessons learned
that later cohorts would build on. Their five-year
awards promoted rich partnering relationships
and expansion of family, community, and educator
impacts. Austin PBS and PBS SoCal were both
leaders in the CC-ELM network. Austin PBS shared
its work in national meetings, piloted a new Family
& Community Learning program, and received a
CPB-PBS Scale & Sustainability award. PBS SoCal
developed both a Family & Community Learning
program and a camp. Stations around the country
adopted learning resources that PBS SoCal
developed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The Austin PBS CC-ELM: Expanding
opportunities with local district support for
scaling the work

This Collaborative, based in Austin, Texas, was
formed among a children’s museum, local schools, a
family advocacy group, a youth development
organization, and an early-learning nonprofit. The
team offered both bilingual and Spanish-only
programs to welcome local families. As word spread
of high family engagement in programs offered by
this team, new opportunities arose to partner with
the school district. They first developed a parentsonly series that took place at school during the
school day, with support from district parent
engagement funds. Based on success with that
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program, the district then sought their help to
develop from the PBS KIDS Ready To Learn programs
standards-aligned lessons for teachers to use during
school. To scale use of the lessons, Austin PBS
offered virtual trainings on the lessons, enrolling 60
early elementary educators in the region free of
charge. The station has also begun to offer the 5meeting parent series virtually.
The PBS SoCal CC-ELM: Empowering
parents with workforce training and rich
school programming

Where other stations collaborated with a handful of
organizations to establish their CC-ELM, PBS SoCal
listed over 20 partners in its initial project plan. Over
time, however, a shared anti-poverty priority
emerged among a smaller group. One partner
described how, by helping parents to build workforce
skills, the team hoped to foster greater agency and
independence. PBS SoCal built on its STEM Parent
Academy to train parents and hire them as
facilitators of PBS KIDS Ready To Learn programs,
with the goal that the experience would prepare
them for other early education positions. In addition,
PBS SoCal deepened its relationship with Compton
schools, where parents reported having attended five
or even ten school programs with a PBS KIDS
element. Thanks to this partnership, PBS SoCal and
the school district jointly secured a multi-million
dollar award to improve early mathematics learning.
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PBS SoCal

Nine PBS

CC-ELM established in 2016
By 2020, this cohort of five CC-ELM was in
most regards indistinguishable from those in
the founding cohort. Several rose to national
leadership roles in the CC-ELM network. Las
Vegas PBS developed one of the Family &
Community Learning programs and, like Nine PBS,
benefited from a supplemental CPB-PBS Scale &
Sustainability award.
The Nine PBS CC-ELM: Improving equity
within organizations and communities

This partnership focused its efforts in two urban
communities, St. Louis City and East St. Louis,
and in the Normandy area of St. Louis County. The
early stages of the work were humbling, even for
the veteran community organizer and engagement
leader Nine PBS hired to lead the CC-ELM, who
described abandoning myriad assumptions in that
phase. This team went on to form rich, mutually
beneficial relationships with a children’s literature
nonprofit that promotes Black authors and books
with Black characters, the St. Louis County Library
system, a state history museum, and family and
housing advocacy groups. Seeking to improve equity
within the CC-ELM team itself, the Nine PBS leader
revised hiring practices and established a fellowship
program to support staff development. The team
made space to reflect on new opportunities
by holding regular “Kids and Coffee” meetings.

Vegas PBS

PBS 39

One partner described viewing organizations as
synergistic that he had previously seen as competing
for the same resources, after learning more about
them through the partnership.
The Vegas PBS CC-ELM: Supporting
families across settings, 24-7

This CC-ELM comprised the station, the local school
district’s community engagement program, the local
library system, family advocacy organizations, an
out-of-school learning provider, and a university
extension program. The station was already a trusted
education partner in the community, but sought with
these partners to address more comprehensive needs
of families. They aimed to offer programs across
settings to provide continuity for families in areas with
high school transiency rates. The team also homed in
on its potential role in this uniquely 24-7 city, where
children may need care—and may have learning
opportunities—at any hour. The CC-ELM capitalized
on the fact that the informal “friend, family, and
neighbor” providers that fill this around-the-clock
need register with a local advocacy organization to
engage them in a series of workshops focused on
playful learning approaches in early STEM. A partner
reported observing a sense of community emerging
in the group. Like Austin PBS and PBS SoCal, this CCELM offered bilingual programs to welcome families
who are more comfortable speaking Spanish.
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PBS Wisconsin

CC-ELM established in 2018,
after a planning year
This group of 14 CC-ELM were selected from
among 34 stations that had received one-year
planning grants from CPB-PBS. This last cohort
benefited from the experiences of the previous
two—sharing in national meetings, an online
community, and informally—but had less
time to build relationships or realize deeper
organizational change.
The PBS 39 CC-ELM: Building trust and
making STEM institutions more accessible
with help from ambassadors

The PBS 39 CC-ELM, which focused its work in
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, was unusual in that all
three of the station’s core partners were informal
learning institutions—a museum, a science center,
and a nature conservancy. The team initially
underestimated how critical local community schools
liaisons would be in opening connections to local
families and helping to recruit for the programs. By
relying on these and other ambassadors to help
recruit, and by offering programs first in familiar
places, the team built the trust that helped families
venture into institutions they had never visited before,
including the station itself. Partners who had long
struggled with participation from some sectors
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of the community—one described a longstanding
but underattended free admissions day—described
welcoming these families for the first time.
The PBS Wisconsin CC-ELM: Building
family engagement in two rural counties
through key school connections

A library and schools in two small towns in rural
southwestern Wisconsin were delighted to partner
with PBS Wisconsin, describing their counties as
often overlooked by philanthropic efforts that tend
to target more densely populated places. The PBS
Wisconsin team, based about one hundred miles
away in Madison, built relationships from scratch
to develop partnerships and engage families. A
local church staff member shared her community
knowledge and ties with the station team, who soon
learned that local schools played a prominent role
in families’ lives. By focusing on the schools, the
team came to see principals, secretaries, teachers,
and even superintendents taking a hands-on role
in recruiting and facilitating to champion the PBS
KIDS Ready To Learn programs. School leaders
reported unprecedented levels of family engagement,
while a library leader also reported greater family
engagement after getting to know the families at
the nearby school.

Key
Findings

Impacts on Partnering Organizations
Strong partnerships cultivated mutual relationships among all partnering organizations
and a deep, multifaceted sense of shared mission and goals. They also continually assessed

needs and opportunities over the course of the work, and adapted flexibly to changing circumstances.
Our mission is to be a catalyst in the community, and a
listener and thought partner. This program is exactly that.
We are listening and providing that change, evolving
with the community around us. —PBS 39 station staff member

Successful partnerships resulted in increased organizational and staff capacity. Staff of

partnering organizations reported gaining greater understanding of how to promote equity in early
learning and how to lead culturally responsive family and community engagement work. Leaders
noted the CC-ELM provided opportunities for staff development and improved internal collaboration.
We saw the strongest evidence of these changes in partnerships that were at least three years old.
Community brokers and ambassadors were vital in developing trusted relationships
with families. Partners and stations both played this role for the CC-ELM, as did individuals

not affiliated with partnering organizations but well-known and highly regarded in the target
communities. Brokers served as connectors, while ambassadors were community advocates for
the work. Station or partner staff from the target communities could play both roles. The CC-ELM
that initially underestimated the need for brokers and ambassadors quickly learned that high
family participation followed relationship-building.
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Community brokers and ambassadors were
vital in developing trusted relationships with families.
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Museums in general have kind of a stigma around them, that
they’re only for a certain type of people. … So, we really wanted
to start to break down those barriers and identify ways to
continue to build our relationship with the communities.
—Children’s museum partner in the Austin PBS CC-ELM

It’s going in as somebody who wants to support and somebody
who is recognizing the community that you’re going into is the
expert and you’re not. And I think that’s a critical lens to have.
—PBS Wisconsin station staff member

CC-ELM saw high participation from families when programs were designed to
welcome them. Accessible, inclusive programs had a foundation of trusted relationships,

welcomed whole families in a familiar setting, featured a community meal, were scheduled
around parents’ work and other family obligations, were bilingual if needed, and offered support
for children with disabilities. Schools and other partners who observed high, ongoing engagement
from families who had historically not been as engaged reevaluated their expectations of
these parents.
Partnering organizations rose into more prominent leadership roles and gained
influence as some CC-ELM expanded beyond their family and community engagement efforts

to take a broader place in the local or regional early learning and family advocacy landscape.
Partners benefited from funders’ and families’ high regard for PBS. Stations and partners alike
reported the CC-ELM had led to new funding opportunities and new partnering relationships.
It’s not just the numbers of sessions we offer, it’s more
building up the educational ecosystem, building stronger
partners, having people able to use the resources better.
—Nine PBS CC-ELM leader
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CC-ELM saw high participation from families
when programs were designed to welcome them.
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Impacts on Families, Communities, and Educators
Parents felt empowered by gaining knowledge, skills, and confidence in supporting their young children’s learning.

They spoke of gaining new insights into their children’s strengths and interests. Parents described how they used strategies and PBS KIDS
resources they had learned about in CC-ELM programs in their families. They also reported increased understanding of how to use media
and technology for learning, and valuing that their children gained proficiency with tablet and PBS KIDS apps.
Yes, I know I can teach my children. I have more ideas for
how to help [him] learn—not just using a notebook …
he doesn’t have to learn only through reading and writing,
but also through exploration, seeing, and imagining.
… I have used some of the tools they gave us there. And
sometimes even I try to do other things, or search for
things they can do.

Sí, sé que le puedo enseñar a los niños. Tengo más ideas para
que el niño aprenda—no nada más en un cuaderno. ... el niño
no solo tiene que aprender leyendo y escribiendo, sino
también explorando, viendo, e imaginando ... La verdad yo sí
he utilizado algunas de las herramientas que nos dieron allí.
Y hasta a veces yo misma intento hacer otras cosas o buscar
cosas que puedan hacer.

—Parent who had participated in and facilitated Family & Community Learning workshops in Las Vegas

Families gained access to—and began using—a wider range of community
learning resources. Parents reported they began to use local libraries, to visit museums

or other cultural organizations, and to attend school and station-led programs more often
after building relationships with staff from these organizations and participating in programs
designed to welcome them. Stations, libraries, museums, and a wildlife conservancy were
among those reporting new relationships and participation from families for whom they had
long struggled to make their resources accessible. Staff also reported connecting families
with other local services, such as food pantries.
Parents and partners reported that a stronger sense of community developed among
participating families as they got to know each other through shared meals and collaborative
activities, and that they built on those relationships to engage more with community
learning resources.
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Children gained knowledge as well as increased
communication, collaboration, and problem-solving skills.

becoming “go-to resources” in their areas. Stations and partners

Parents described how their children talked about program concepts
and activities after participating. They reported being impressed
with what they described as newfound confidence their children had
after participating.

reported that, as a result of their CC-ELM work, organizations they
had not previously worked with now consider them key players in
addressing local and regional needs. They reported being contacted
by state education leaders, school districts, early learning programs,
libraries, and others.

Educators learned new approaches for engaging children
in early literacy and STEM learning, and for deepening children’s

Some CC-ELM expanded the reach of PBS KIDS Ready To

learning, by participating in professional development offered by the
CC-ELM. In Educator & Community Learning workshops, educators
learned about PBS KIDS Ready To Learn resources and how to use
them in their teaching. Some reported seeing increases in children’s
communication skills after using guided play pedagogy and
PBS KIDS resources.

Learn programs by training others. Stations reported training staff

Scale and Sustainability
The CC-ELM work promoted longer-term partnerships
among participating organizations. Stations and partners were

motivated to sustain collaborations they viewed as increasing the
impacts of their work for children and families. They also reported
securing additional funding or plans to seek additional funding for
new joint efforts.
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Participating organizations opened new opportunities by
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at other public media stations and leading trainings at early learning
conferences. Others trained educators through Educator & Community
Learning professional development. In some CC ELM, partners began
offering the programs independently.

The CC-ELM work promoted longer-term partnerships
among participating organizations.
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Recommendations

From these findings, we developed the following recommendations
for people involved in community partnership work, particularly
in partnerships involving public media stations or focused on
improving equity and outcomes in early learning.
Plan from the start to sustain efforts
beyond a given award. Selecting partners

with strong mission alignment, developing
deeply mutual partner relationships,
and building organizational capacity and
increasing the partnerships’ reach and
influence all supported sustainability.
Commit to gaining deep understandings of the needs and assets of a
well-defined target community. Partners

generated this understanding by jointly
conducting a needs assessment process
to identify partners, inform plans, and
hone their strategies. Sometimes the target
community successfully identified by partners
was different from the community initially
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envisioned by the station. More successful
CC-ELM viewed assessing needs and assets as
a critical ongoing strategy in which partners
maintain “a listening stance” as those factors
evolve.
Gain internal buy-in. It is wise to invest

time and resources early on to communicate
the importance of the partnership work within
an organization and to secure the backing
of other leaders and internal stakeholders.
Throughout the work, maintain internal
buy-in by engaging stakeholders in sample
programming, communicating positive
impacts within and across teams, and working
to ensure “a seat at the table” for partnership
leaders in organizational decision-making.
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When I came on board, it was easy
to see that our focus and groups
we wanted to work with were those
who shared the same mission–
people truly motivated and inspired with family and community
work, working with families. . . . We
needed organizations who could
work with families at all times.
—Vegas PBS station staff member

Earn community buy-in. It is well worth

partners’ efforts to look outward and raise
awareness about their programs, services,
and impacts among community stakeholders.
Such communications increased family
participation, attracted new partners, and
opened new avenues for funding.
Get to know the families. Nurturing

relationships with families is key. It is not
enough to offer free admission days or
programs open to all. To truly achieve and
sustain positive community impacts, invest
time in getting to know families by listening
to their needs, building trust, inviting them to
participate more actively in the programming,
and adjusting strategies based on what you
learn, such as by offering programming in a
relevant language or at convenient times for
working families.
Staff your team with the right
complement of expertise. This includes

hiring additional people with particular
expertise to support the work, which may
necessitate belt-tightening in other areas,
but the benefits to programming over time
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can result in financial and other resource
gains that exceed those initial investments.
Thoughtful staffing also involves having the
right people in well-defined roles so that,
collectively, the team has the breadth of
expertise needed to implement successful
programming. CC ELM required the expertise
of educators, as well as those with skills
in managing community partnerships,
fundraising, and communications. Some
CC-ELM also benefited from hiring individuals
from the community who brought a deeper
understanding of needs and assets to
the work.
Make space and time to nurture the
partnership. This involves a focus on joint

planning, reflecting on each other’s strengths
and needs, and learning about one another’s
work beyond the scope of the current
collaborative project. A networked view of the
partnership, in which partners connect with
one another as well as with one organizational
nucleus, also helps make the whole far greater
than the sum of its parts.
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Plan for personnel changes.

A partnership is on unstable ground if it
relies on the staying power of a single leader.
Mitigate impacts of staff turnover by fostering
ties with people who have long histories in the
target community and in related efforts. If they
leave one organization, they are likely to open
a new partnering opportunity when they go
to another.

Learn More

 Read the cross-case analysis and six individual case reports here at: edc.org/CC-ELM
 Program guides for the PBS KIDS Ready To Learn Family & Community Learning workshops

are available at: https://pbslearningmedia.org/collection/pbs-kids-family-community-learning
 Materials for PBS KIDS Ready To Learn camps and other out-of-school resources can be

found at: https://pbslearningmedia.org/collection/rtl-oosresources
 EDC and SRI’s engagement measures for CC-ELM implementation and impacts, along with

the community needs assessment tool, are available in the Ready To Learn instrument repository
(search for “CC-ELM”): http://cct.edc.org/rtl/data-collection-tools
 EDC and SRI’s other research studies of PBS KIDS Ready To Learn resources:

https://www.edc.org/ready-learn
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Austin PBS CC-ELM
Case Report
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Community Collaboratives for Early Learning & Media

Station

Austin PBS

Station service area

Austin area (Travis County) and Central Texas

Target community
Partners

Title I schools, low-resourced communities throughout
Austin
Communities in School of Central Texas
Boys & Girls Club of the Austin Area
Thinkery Children’s Museum
Friends of the Children
Measuring What Matters
Safe Place (legacy partner)

Collaborative established

October 2015

Building a Community Collaborative: From
Viewership to Engagement
Taking pride in a promising trajectory in education, Austin PBS formed its
Collaborative to continue to “optimize and maximize” the uses of PBS KIDS Ready To
Learn educational media for children and adults, dovetailing with the station’s four
social impact areas: connecting people to resources, amplifying community
solutions, bringing communities together, and celebrating Austin and Central Texas.
A main goal of the collaborative was to get parents more deeply involved in their children’s media-based
learning. Station staff knew from their viewership data that, compared to other demographic groups,
families who were underserved in Travis County were more likely to watch PBS KIDS, but that these
families did not interact with each other while watching as much as other families did. “If we can plant that
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seed that educational media is part of their entertainment options,” one station staff partner noted, “we
think that bodes well for [media’s] status as a learning home” and culture.
Although the station serves communities with a wide range of incomes, the CC-ELM focused on reaching
families at the lower end of the income spectrum, many of whom are headed by Hispanic caregivers
and/or multiple jobholders. School-aged children in these families attend Title I schools, and about 75%
go without licensed childcare due to high preschool costs and limited access to accredited childcare.

Strengthening the regional STEM workforce through early learning
Austin PBS partners strongly believed that early education in the Travis County area must connect with
regional workforce needs. “For being such a tech-heavy city,” one station staffer noted, “we have a big
gap in our workforce that don’t have the skills to fill the tech industry jobs that are needed.” Austin PBS
CC-ELM leaders underscored the focus on STEM programming as a step toward a larger and more
inclusive future workforce.

“There’s a big focus [in Austin] around raising the next generation in
STEM education so that we can fill the workforce gap here by the
children we’re raising in the community, so that they want to stay here
and work here.”—Susannah Winslow, Vice President of Development at Austin PBS
“It helps us to get our kids on the right track and start climbing that
ladder, building those skills so that we can continue that when they
move into upper elementary, middle school, high school—and they
can fulfill their potential and hopefully make the STEM industry a bit
more diverse.”— Joe Thompson, Director of STEM Education at Boys & Girls Clubs
of the Austin Area

Collaborating in the middle space between home and school
Seeking to build partnerships with like-minded organizations, Austin PBS staff tapped into organizations
capable of offering a safe and educational middle space for families between home and school. They
searched for partners already committed to playful, STEM learning, and considered parental engagement
and intergenerational learning approaches a valuable bonus. Their priorities resonated with
organizations, including afterschool programs and a children’s science museum, that had “come
to recognize that the school day is necessary but insufficient” for their target communities, a station
staffer described.
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In most cases, this meant partnering with organizations already well-known to the families that the
collaborative sought to engage—places that inspired a sense of comfort in families and a promise of
longevity to the station that they could carry the work beyond the award.

“We wanted a space where they already felt comfortable—a space they knew,
it was familiar to them, it was in their neighborhoods, where they didn’t have
transportation needs.”—Miriam Mendoza, Project Director for Ready To Learn at Austin PBS
Drawing on what they learned from prior collaborations, station staff members approached new CC-ELM
partners differently than they had in the past. Instead of offering resources first, they invited partners to an
open dialogue as part of the collaborative’s needs assessment process.

“We started out with the question with these partners, ‘Tell us about your most
pressing needs as a community-based organization. What are the chief
impediments that you’re finding to best serve the communities that you’re
hoping to serve?’ Coming out of that conversation, we are able to ask
ourselves how our resources help these partners better achieve their
mission.”—Benjamin Kramer, Vice President of Education at Austin PBS
CC-ELM partners used these conversations in the first year to devise innovative new roles for their
organizations in their communities. For example, the Thinkery, a children’s museum seeking to draw
more families from low-income communities into their
offerings, eventually developed playful learning
programing with the interplay of hands-on and digital
learning; the Boys & Girls Club enriched its STEM
programming and deepened relationships with
subsidized housing residents; and Communities in
Schools capitalized on its two-generation ASPIRE
(Achieving Success through Parental Involvement,
Reading and Education) program to build positive
learning cultures and equip parents with meaningful,
multi-generation parenting skills.

Families test a whisper phone at a Cat in the Hat
Family & Community Learning program held at the
Thinkery museum. Photo: Austin PBS

Staffing the collaborative
The diversity and distribution of roles at Austin PBS—as in other CC-ELM—allowed CC-ELM partners to
be responsive to situational needs. For example, station staff members contributed expertise in
coordination, distribution, content development, and fundraising, with common activities involving sharing
funds, materials, and high-quality resources. Partners contributed expertise in recruitment, workshop
leadership, content implementation, and family engagement. In addition, those with intergenerational
programs provided expertise in social-emotional learning.
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The needs assessment, thoughtful partnership building, and mutual collaborations together provided a
strong foundation to rally local stakeholders around the role of STEM in early learning in building the
Austin area’s future workforce. Further, quarterly partnership meetings provided time to reflect on recent
CC-ELM activities, highlight areas of success and growth, review CC-ELM resources, discuss new
research related to early education, and plan for upcoming funding opportunities with the goal of better
supporting families in the community.

Station support for CC-ELM innovation
Austin PBS recognized that the station’s moderate staff size in relation to other PBS stations contributed
to the collaborative’s effectiveness, allowing it to experiment and innovate.

“I know a lot of people across the system that work at larger stations, and it’s
like they’re a big ship and they’re just turning that wheel trying to change
direction. As a midsize station, I think one of our big advantages is that we
can turn the ship pretty quick. Having that type of environment, that welcome,
flexibility, change, innovation … has been really important in helping us be
successful.”—Susannah Winslow, Vice President of Development at Austin PBS

Programming for Children and Families
Austin PBS’s long history as a Ready To Learn station oriented toward playful, multi-generational, athome learning made it a strong entity in Austin’s STEM learning ecosystem. Partners observed that the
CC-ELM resembled and complemented other programming in the region, with a sharper focus on
younger children, parent engagement, and educational media.

“We call [the CC-ELM] the gold standard of resources that are put out into our
community, specifically for the kids ages 2–8 and those who look after
and raise them.”—Benjamin Kramer, Vice President of Education at Austin PBS
The use of media and technology was new to some partners and standard for others, as was the intensity
of efforts to involve parents in learning alongside their children. Most partners were enthusiastic about
offering these additions, and some even managed to secure additional devices for families through the
station. But for partners who did not previously offer parent-oriented programs, scheduling CC-ELM
events that parents with multiple jobs could consistently attend was an ongoing struggle.

Impacts on Families and Communities
This CC-ELM viewed inclusive family engagement as a step toward preparing a larger, more diverse
STEM workforce in the Austin area. The team used culturally responsive approaches to increase
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inclusion. One powerful strategy was the CC-ELM’s concerted effort to help Spanish-speaking families
feel at home during programming. Station staff members advocated for the station’s development of
bilingual materials for learning and recruitment at the time of production, not after. Partners worked in
parallel by using their expertise in forging close relationships with target families to reaffirm to Hispanic
participants that their community mattered.

“When we go to the community and the ways that we go to the community,
we’re saying that ‘We want to have a connection with you. You are part of our
community and our station is a community station. And that matters to us, you
matter to us.’ ”—Austin PBS station staff member
The collaborative’s strategies to make families feel welcomed and respected were effective with the
parents with whom we spoke. Moreover, station staff considered the closer relationships built among
families as “one of the biggest successes in our program.” Parents we spoke with echoed this view,
praising the connections they made with other families at CC-ELM events. They valued the Spanishlanguage offerings, and reported that the efforts, in one mother’s words, “did make us feel welcomed.”

Empowering families, building parent capacity
Nearly all of the parents we interviewed appreciated the opportunity to spend meaningful time as a family
during CC-ELM events. They valued learning how to model developmentally sensitive ways to use
technology for learning and how to access PBS KIDS Ready To Learn educational resources. Many
provided examples of how they continued to explore CC-ELM activities and resources at home.

“After participating in the program,
I became interested a little more in
PBS and the new things we learned
together. … You’re teaching him
new things, and since we live in a
world where everything is done
through tablets and the Internet, I
see it as something very
educational to them and their
future.”

«Después que participé en el
programa es que me interesé un
poquito más acerca de PBS y estas
cosas que aprendimos nuevas
juntos… le está enseñando nuevas
cosas, y ya que vivimos en este
mundo que ahora todo es tabletas,
todo es el internet, lo veo como algo
educativo para ellos, en su futuro.»

—Spanish-speaking mother of a 3-year-old boy

Parents also shared that the approaches used in the PBS KIDS Ready To Learn learning programs can
give young children, as a parent put it, “an edge when [they] get to PreK.” This suggests the CC-ELM is
on track to influence participation in STEM education in its community. Because some of the parents we
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spoke with are primary caregivers at home with preschool-aged children, changes they make in how they
support their young children’s learning can have a big impact over time.

“Before my daughter, I thought [PBS] was a thing of the past. [But now] I sit
down with her and I'm reliving childhood … and we love it and that's how it
comes into our house.”—Caregiver for a 3-year-old who attended Family & Community
Learning programs
Parents also appreciated the opportunity the CC-ELM
offered for young children to socialize outside the
home. They expressed an interest in participating in
future CC-ELM events and wished more parents
would take advantage of those opportunities. Some
even credited the hands-on activities and text
messages from the Bright By Text service for helping
them learn something new about their children’s
interests that made them want to support those
interests at home.

Young children create musical instruments during
a Cat in the Hat Family & Community Learning
program held at the Thinkery museum. Photo:
Austin PBS

Impacts on Partnering Organizations
Adapting flexible learning resources
Austin PBS received a CPB-PBS Ready To Learn Sustainability & Scaling award, and used a significant
portion of it to adapt a Ready To Learn activity guide to new audiences. Having the extensive and wellintegrated collection of learning resources under this guide gave the CC-ELM a cohesive structure that
was unanimously praised by station staff and partners. Modeling the kind of “small-ship” agility praised by
station staff members, partners quickly discovered that carving time out of their typical activities to guide
staff and families on how to use the materials and devices was critical to running the programs.

“Incorporating the apps and the tablets into that early childhood time took
debriefing staff that had been out of the loop. … We needed a follow-up
meeting with the families to show them how to use them later. That’s where
there was a need to be flexible, think on our feet, learn as we go.”—Rob Patton,
Program Director at Communities in School
With limited space and time but a good dose of ingenuity, partners exemplified ways to capitalize on the
program’s built-in flexibility to enhance their own offerings. Communities in Schools, for example, kept
children and parents together throughout the family program, rather than separating them as the
facilitator guidance indicates. The Boys & Girls Club created catalogs of PBS KIDS Learning media
aligned to state standards (reformatted to fit the Texas Education Agency grant requirements), made kits
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with implementation supplies to make it easier for club directors to try the catalog’s resources, and
integrated the coding program based on the PBS KIDS ScratchJr app into its STEM academy for 1st- and
2nd-graders. Additionally, three schools innovated by adding an extra workshop session to family
sessions to show parents where to find and how to use additional PBS KIDS resources online. One of
these schools used the program’s funds to have Austin PBS create a parent series about PBS KIDS
ScratchJr, where parents learned about coding while their children were in school.
Partners reported that the PBS KIDS Ready To Learn resources helped them offer integrated, highquality programs they otherwise would not have been able to develop on the spot. While early
misunderstanding about the CC-ELM’s leeway to modify Ready To Learn resources made some partners
feel like they were “building the ship as you [sail] it,” as one partner put it, this experience illustrated for
CC-ELM partners the importance of effective cross-organizational coordination.

Mutually beneficial relationships help all partners gain reach and
influence
Like some other stations, Austin PBS capitalized on the learning opportunities in its Ready To Learn
award to create a partnership in which organizations with similar missions viewed themselves not as
competing for the same resources but as collaborating in synergistic ways. The ability to celebrate one
another’s successes helped foster mutually beneficial relationships across partnering organizations while
also helping to build greater awareness and influence of the station and of each partner’s work. This in
turn built partner confidence and opened the doors for future collaborations.
The station’s efforts to create testimonial videos, flyers, and stories to share with their donors and
additional audiences helped better inform the station’s board members and other key stakeholders about
the wide range of CC-ELM efforts. “You need those advocates to cheer you on,” one partner commented,
adding, “that’s what works well in Austin; we know we’re all part of that larger ecosystem, we don’t
compete.”
One remarkable case of increased reach and influence is exemplified by the Thinkery’s ability to use the
CC-ELM to break down access barriers for families in low-income and Hispanic communities, helping
them feel welcome in an institution that has historically not been entirely accessible.

“Museums in general have kind of a stigma around them, that they’re only for
a certain type of people. … [Partnering] allowed us to change that mindset in
parts of our community in Austin, so we’ve broadened our reach.”—Heather
Singh, Associate Director at the Thinkery
This CC-ELM also benefited from stable leadership, which enabled knowledgeable staff to train new
personnel across the partnership. Station staff members worked hard to involve multiple people at partner
organizations, with the goals of increasing partner autonomy and helping partners adopt the CC-ELM
media-based learning resources as a core part of their own operations. “The fact that I have been that
Ready To Learn Research • Austin PBS CC-ELM Case Report

9

Community Collaboratives for Early Learning & Media

consistent anchor has been helpful,” added Ms. Singh. Then she explained: “I’ve been able to carry from
year to year the trajectory of where it started and where it is now. … I’ve been that grounding point.”
These efforts supported smooth transitions when leadership changes did occur.

Improved collaboration within Austin PBS
“As we look forward in finding funders, that educator aspect is
going to bring a new dynamic that could potentially increase the
impact of this program in ways we’re not even fully aware of yet.
There are a lot of funders who really love the work that we’re
doing. They just want it to affect more people, so how we’re
able to scale it is going to be important to funding.”—Susannah
Winslow, Vice President of Development at Austin PBS
A “cheerleader” attitude within the station made it easier for Austin PBS to modify its organizational
culture for increased collaboration. For example, the station created a chief operating officer position to
link departments and hired marketing producers to lead awareness-raising and communication tasks. The
development department additionally helped identify new funding opportunities for the CC-ELM team.

Scale and Sustainability
Following Austin PBS’s vision to secure funding with partners, station staff members assumed
operational responsibilities outside their usual day-to-day tasks, such as fundraising and communication.
“We’re trying to create a more structured leadership team that can be intentional and carve out the time
for planning,” noted one station staff member, adding that their pride in what they accomplished through
the award is “the launching point for … what we can do.”

Taking out-of-school learning resources into the school day
The station credited the CC-ELM for introducing Title I schools to short-cycle programming for younger
children, and the program’s popularity with educators raised the station’s aspirations for implementing
CC-ELM curriculum, originally designed for out-of-school-time learning, in schools within the school day—
a shift that could lead to rapid scaling.
In addition, Austin PBS has begun exploring how to offer CC-ELM programs for a fee—a move that would
present a diversified funding model beyond the Ready To Learn award.
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