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Starting school ready to learn can be particularly
challenging for children of  refugees who have
fled war and persecution, arriving in the United

States often unable to speak English and unfamiliar
with American ways.

But an innovative pre-kindergarten program for
refugee children is working to change this in the
Atlanta-area county of  DeKalb, which has many
refugees as well as low-income families and academi-
cally struggling students. 

“This program changes lives.  By the end of  the
first year, all these kids were fluent in English, reading-
ready, school-ready, and poised to succeed,” says Allen
Shaklan, Executive Director of  Refugee Family Serv-
ices, a nonprofit agency in Stone Mountain, Ga. 

The refugee pre-K – a new direction for the
agency – is among several early learning initiatives re-
sulting from the collaboration of  DeKalb County lead-
ers working to improve school readiness and,
ultimately, children’s success in school and beyond.

Twenty-seven leaders – including an initially skep-
tical Allen Shaklan – were brought together in spring
2007 to participate in the Leadership in Action Pro-
gram (LAP), which provided hands-on support to help
the group develop data-driven strategies to increase the
number of  children who start school ready to learn.

“Spending time with all these experts provided me
with the support I needed to set up the pre-K,” says
Shaklan, a lawyer by training.  “I know a lot more now
about the importance of  early learning. That has re-
sulted in a real commitment by our agency to early
learning programs, and has helped us shape those. It’s
critical that we reach these children early.”

Since 2001, LAP has been launched in a dozen
communities, bringing together leaders from diverse
backgrounds and fields – agency managers, educators,
nonprofit staff, public officials, parents, and child ad-
vocates – to focus on pursuing a specific result to
strengthen the prospects of  vulnerable children and
families.

Unlike other leadership development programs
that provide out-of-town training to improve leader-
ship skills or to brush up on an issue, LAP works in a
community to strengthen local leaders’ skills and to
stimulate the knowledge-sharing needed to pursue a
common goal.  

“Your real work is in the room because the 
people there are trying to affect the same thing you are
– in the same place,” says Jennifer Gross, Senior Asso-
ciate in the Talent Management and Leadership
Development unit at the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
which partners with local organizations to develop and
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THE AnnIE E. CASEY FOUnDATIOn has developed a comprehensive portfolio of programs to give com-
munity leaders — from public, private, faith, business and community organizations — the skills and tools
they need to move from “talk” to “action” to improve outcomes for children and families.  The Results-Based
Leadership programs enable participants to work on real issues in real time, building successful collabora-
tive relationships, and hone their ability to use data to develop action plans and measure progress.  The
ultimate impact of this work is to sustain efforts to improve outcomes not just for current budget cycles, but
for years to come.  This case study provides an example of how one such program — the Leadership in
Action Program (LAP) — helped leaders in a community work more collaboratively and produce measurable
results to improve the lives of children in their community.
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fund a LAP. “It brings together the skills you need and
the result you want to achieve for children in your 
community.”

DeKalb chose to focus on school readiness be-
cause “that was an area where we could really make a
difference for children and families,” says Sharen
Hausmann, Vice President of  Early Learning for
United Way of  Metropolitan Atlanta.

The county has many factors that put children at
risk for school failure, from high rates of  poverty, sin-

gle-parent homes, and non-English speakers to low
high school graduation rates, school performance, and
elementary school students’ scores on Georgia’s aca-
demic achievement tests. 

“If  we can impact children in the earlier years and
work with the parents, those skills gained and those re-
lationships can influence a child’s chance of  graduating
on time,” says Carol Crumby, Area Director of  United
Way’s DeKalb County division and a LAP participant.
“Those are pluses for that child going to school,
through school, and coming out ready not just for col-
lege and a career but ready for life.”

To increase early learning opportunities, the
DeKalb LAP created an environment that spurred
changes in participants’ knowledge, behavior, and
working relationships, encouraging them to think,
communicate, and act in new ways. When the formal
LAP process ended in 2008, the group opted to keep
meeting.

“It connects you to a plan – we’re actually going to
do something with our networking,” says Betty
Matthews, a school improvement coordinator for the
DeKalb County School System. “You walk out with
very real projects to work on. That’s really what leader-
ship is about.  not only do I get to improve my skills
but I get to see how they work in action.”

FoCusing on results

Over the course of  14 months, DeKalb County leaders
from a variety of  backgrounds dedicated time for nine
two-day LAP sessions.  How did those sessions lead
them to act to improve school readiness?

Part of  the credit goes to LAP, whose theoretical
underpinnings and prescribed format are designed to
help mid- to high-level leaders focus on a goal, forge
relationships, think creatively, collaborate, and take 
action.

Credit also goes to DeKalb County, which was
primed for further action after piloting a five-year early
learning initiative funded by the W. K. Kellogg Foun-
dation and implemented by Smart Start, the United
Way’s early learning division. When that initiative –
known as SPARK Georgia (Supporting Partnerships to
Assure Ready Kids) – ended in 2007, LAP grabbed the
torch and kept running.

“We wanted to take it to another level so it would
be sustained,” says Hausmann.  “We moved into LAP
to get those leaders in the middle involved and 
committed.”  
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LAP is the most rigorous form of  Results-Based
Leadership, a range of  leadership development tools
and programs developed by the Casey Foundation that
are based on the conviction that strong leadership – by
groups of  leaders working together on a shared result
– is key to achieving measureable and lasting improve-
ments in child and family well-being.  Program invest-
ments and system reforms alone won’t do the job.

“This reflects our belief  that mid- to high-level
leaders from across the public, private, and nonprofit
sectors want to and can be mobilized to act together to
improve a result for children, families, and communi-
ties,”  says Barbara Squires, Director of  Leadership
Development at Casey.  “And they are more likely to
achieve the result collectively when they feel a sense of
urgency, commit to being held publicly accountable, and
have the skills that enable them to take aligned actions.”

Ranging in intensity, time commitment, and cost,
Results-Based Leadership looks different in different
places, depending on a community’s needs and re-
sources.  not every community will choose to do a full
LAP, but all programs share the same underlying ob-
jective: to move from talk to action on a result that a
community chooses.

The result represents the best-case scenario that
the community aspires to achieve for a specific popula-
tion and commits to working towards. Hence the
DeKalb LAP’s result:  All children in DeKalb County
will start school ready to learn. Other communities
have selected results important to them such as “All

families are economically successful” and “All offend-
ers successfully re-enter their communities.”

To help LAP participants track the impact of  their
work and make adjustments, a clear data measure to
quantify the result is chosen and monitored.  The indi-
cator also creates a sense of  urgency and accountabil-
ity.  In DeKalb, first-graders’ performance on a state
academic achievement test consistently lagged behind
that of  Georgia first-graders.  Hence the DeKalb
LAP’s indicator:  First-graders’ test scores.  LAP leaders
expected that the first children affected by their work
would complete that grade in 2010.

Before a LAP begins, there are several months of
critical advance preparation by Casey and a top-level
state, local or community figure or group known as an
Accountability Partner.  In DeKalb County, two early
learning commissions – one led by United Way, the
other by the County – serve as the Accountability 
Partner.

The Partner not only chooses the result and indi-
cator but enlists the leaders to do the work. This “Call
to Action” also conveys urgency and helps LAP partic-
ipants focus on achieving the result. The participants
report back to the Accountability Partner and can seek
input or help.  In DeKalb, leaders were invited from
the school system, early care and education, business,
United Way, state and government agencies, health
care, refugee services, the arts, and parent groups.  

Following this detailed  preparation process,
DeKalb LAP participants were given the place, time,
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deMographiC snapshot

Georgia’s most diverse county, DeKalb’s population (about 739,956) is 54 percent black, 40 per-
cent white, and 10 percent Hispanic. More than 30,000 refugees have resettled in the county over
the past 20 years, with 3,000 arriving each year.  In 17 percent of homes, English is not the first lan-
guage spoken. 

About 14 percent of DeKalb’s population lives below the poverty line. For children ages 18 and
younger, the poverty rate was 21 percent in 2007.  The unemployment rate was 10.7 percent in Sep-
tember 2009. 

The DeKalb schools’ 101,079 student population is 75 percent black, 10 percent white, and
eight percent Hispanic. Almost 64 percent of students are economically disadvantaged.

Test scores for DeKalb first-graders in math, reading, and English/language arts lagged behind
Georgia first-graders’ scores during the 2007-2008 school year.  The scores for DeKalb students
who are black or Hispanic lagged behind those of students who are white, multi-racial, or Asian.
The scores are from the Criterion Referenced Competency Test, which measures how well students
have acquired skills and knowledge as defined by state performance standards.



and supports they needed to align, focus, and collabo-
rate; to develop no-cost and low-cost strategies; and to
act and measure their progress towards their stated 
result.

The DeKalb “LAPers” met in a room carefully
arranged and equipped to help them stay on task and
work together.  They sat in semi-circular pods so no
one was behind anyone else, and the walls were deco-
rated with banners stating the result, posters with perti-
nent data, and photos of  school children.

The sessions were overseen by an implementation
team of  two facilitators and a project management
team. The facilitators followed a format designed to
help the LAPers develop the vital skills and competen-
cies they needed to collaborate, including:

•   Developing and tracking their work by using
Results-Based Accountability, which includes
defining the result, engaging partners to achieve
the result, and using data to assess progress.

•   Addressing and integrating issues regarding
race, class, and culture into their work, in order
to reduce disparities.

•   Leading from the middle, by identifying and
promoting practices to take back to their home
organization.

•   Making group decisions and building group
consensus to take aligned actions.

“It’s important that participants don’t come in and
recreate the wheel,” says Victoria Goddard-Truitt, a fa-
cilitator.  “We want the leaders to come in sharing,
being able to leverage things that are working, and
sometimes thinking out of  the box.”

During facilitated discussions, LAPers determined
three core strategies to pursue and then broke into
work groups focusing on a specific strategy.  Each
group designed aligned actions to achieve its strategy,
and committed to taking an action at the end of  each
session. 

“It becomes a safe space where they feel like they
can talk about whatever their challenges are and they’re
able to connect with other leaders and share their frus-
trations, work through them and move to action,” says
nicole Wise Williams, the project manager. 

“People in the room are trying to help you get be-
yond wherever you may be stuck. Being in this space
where there’s momentum for change, everyone is seek-
ing to leave that two-day session with something hav-
ing been accomplished.”

Building on suCCess to Further

sparK sChool readiness

The first week of  pre-kindergarten used to be trau-
matic for children at Hightower Elementary, a DeKalb
County school serving many low-income Hispanic
families whose youngsters tend to stay at home during
their early years.  now there is less trauma and more
time for learning, thanks to KinderCamp, a summer
program designed to smooth the transition to school
for young children. 

“There was a lot of  crying, tears, and anxiety,” says
Elaine Swartley, a Hightower pre-K teacher. “The pro-
gram helped ease that. The children also go home with
books, crayons, markers, scissors, and activities.  Most of
our children don’t have these things. With some, you can
tell parents have been working with them.”

Low-cost, high-impact KinderCamp and school
transition teams were developed and implemented dur-
ing SPARK Georgia. They were expanded during LAP
to reach more children.

“When instruction can begin day one, you have in-
creased the number of  instructional hours that a child
will receive that year. That was all a matter of  alleviat-
ing the stress of  the first days of  school,” says Betty
Matthews, of  the school system. 

During SPARK, school transition teams and
KinderCamp were piloted at four DeKalb schools. As
SPARK was winding down and LAP was gearing up,
the school system decided to expand the effort to in-
clude 16 schools, using Title 1 funds, the federal pro-
gram supporting high-poverty schools. 

The work has since spread to two more DeKalb
schools and is funded entirely by Title 1.  And Kinder-
Camp, which began by serving four- and five-year-olds
entering kindergarten, now also serves three- and four-
year-olds entering pre-kindergarten.

By design, LAP builds upon the good work al-
ready occurring in a community – which is what hap-
pened in DeKalb County.  “The decision to invest in
and expand the school transition work was made be-
cause of  the SPARK success and the visibility and
credibility that LAP gave to the work,” says Roberta
Malavenda, a LAP participant who coordinated
SPARK Georgia.

Strong working relationships that developed dur-
ing LAP also helped.  About midway through the LAP,
Malavenda and others recommended inviting
Matthews – who had been appointed to a newly cre-
ated position to implement DeKalb’s school transition
work.
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Matthews became a key player, collaborating with
other LAPers to expand school transition programs.
Other LAPers, in turn, provided information, re-
sources, and support to the schools, including help
with promoting KinderCamps. 

“LAP brought to the forefront other agencies that
were willing to work with the schools, such as the pub-
lic library, health department, United Way,” says
Matthews. This helped “the school system see that
through a collaborative effort, we could get more serv-
ices for students coming into school.” 

The public library, in turn, used its new connec-
tions to further promote the importance of  reading to
young children. “We had had a very strong partnership
with school media specialists,” says Sharon Deeds, the
library’s youth coordinator. “Because of  LAP, we now
have a very strong partnership with pre-school coordi-
nators. It broadens our mission.”

The library also has new connections with family
child care providers, who now help families get library

cards and find out about library pre-school activities. “I
gave flyers to my LAP colleagues who, in turn, spread
the word,” says Deeds.

School transition activities also help connect the
early learning community with the schools. And pro-
grams like KinderCamp enable parents “to get to the
schools, meet the teachers, even the principal,” says
Malavenda. “It not only alleviates stress for the chil-
dren but the parents, building relationships so the
teacher and parent can partner.”

Each summer, KinderCamp is attended by 350 to
400 children for three to five half-days.  “That gives
them a chance to get used to us, the school environ-
ment, to being away from mom,” says Swartley. “We
can start moving on instructional-type things sooner.”

Changing Business-as-usual to

enCourage early learning

At a county social services office, low-income families
typically find help with programs such as Medicaid and
food stamps – not with free children’s books or a pre-
kindergarten opening.  This changed in DeKalb
County after Weny Worrall participated in LAP.

“You’re sitting in those LAP meetings thinking
‘How does this apply to me? How does my work con-
nect with this? How can we be instrumental in helping
children be ready for school?’” recalls Worrall, who
was an administrator for Georgia’s Division of  Family
and Children Services (DFCS) during the DeKalb LAP.

“It was pretty obvious that we see 3,000 or more
people a day and that should be an opportunity to con-
nect with low-income families that definitely are in the
possible target group in terms of  early learning.”

After hearing from other LAPers about the avail-
ability of  free children’s books and brochures with tips
on how to stimulate early learning, Worrall took action.
She encouraged caseworkers to go beyond their nor-
mal job and promote literacy, early learning, and school
readiness among their clients with young children.
Over two dozen busy caseworkers volunteered not
only to offer books and brochures to families but to
talk to them about the importance of  reading to young
children. 

“We could put the books in the waiting room but
they would just disappear,” says Worrall. “We really
wanted to be sending a certain message: ‘Read to your
children. We’re concerned about child development
and those early years.’” 
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Other LAP discussions inspired Worrall to find
out how many DFCS clients receiving child care 
subsidies enrolled their children in Georgia’s free 
pre-kindergarten.  She also worked with her office’s
computer techs to determine which clients’ children
would soon be eligible for pre-K. 

To encourage pre-K participation, DFCS comput-
ers were made available so families could search online
for pre-K openings.  The Georgia Department of
Early Care and Learning reworked its website so this
information is easier to find. 

Worrall retired in 2009 but remains active in LAP,
now known as DeKalb Partners for Early Learning, a
smaller group that meets for one day about every six
weeks. “I’m passionate about the whole early learning
effort,” she says.  “We need to do a lot more.”

Finding new ways to Move the

needle For Children

As a busy nonprofit agency administrator, Allen Shak-
lan questioned if  he could spare the time to participate
in LAP and if  it would prove worthwhile.  “I just won-
dered whether I would be serving myself  or bringing
anything to the table,” he adds. 

His answer: Yes.  “It cut both ways,” he says. “I
built relationships with people who have helped our
agency.  And my participation has helped other agen-
cies to shape their programs with the refugee and im-
migrant communities in mind.”

Shaklan found invaluable assistance from people
including Sharen Hausmann of  United Way to over-
come bureaucratic barriers that had frustrated his ef-
forts, begun during SPARK, to create one of  the
nation’s first refugee pre-K programs.  “Sharen’s help
was a big deal, because I was ready to give up,” says
Shaklan.

“Allen had some really good ideas and it was very
important for refugee kids,” says Hausmann, a member
of  the United Way’s Early Learning Commission, an
Accountability Partner. “We just bent the rules a little
bit.”

The pre-K now serves about 20 children a year,
some born in refugee camps in countries including
Burma, Burundi, and Liberia.  “It really helped him,”
says Iman Muse, a native of  Somalia, of  her son’s ex-
perience in the program in 2008, during its first year. 

Shaklan says LAP also led him to “think more
globally. How do we move the needle for all children in
DeKalb County? It has pushed all of  us in LAP to look
beyond our own narrow interests.”

LAP also has influenced public officials involved
with the DeKalb County Early Learning and School
Readiness Commission, the other Accountability Part-
ner.  “It really demonstrated that there were a number
of  groups in our county working on this issue and that
a lot could be gained by working together,” says Dale
Phillips, Director of  the DeKalb County Human Devel-
opment Department, who was also a LAP participant.

Phillips’ department has worked with other LAP
participants to apply for early learning grants and has
dedicated new resources to early learning. “It was the
first time we did it with a specific intent that there’s a
zero to five age group that we want to focus on,” says
Phillips.

The DeKalb LAP also has informed work by Rep.
Stephanie Stuckey Benfield, one of  the county’s state
legislators, to expand Georgia’s pre-K program to in-
clude three-year-olds.  As a member of  the DeKalb
Early Learning Commission, Benfield has exchanged
valuable information with LAP participants.

“It was definitely a reciprocal relationship, where I
would tell them ‘This is what I’m working on legisla-
tively’ and they would give me feedback about ways I
could improve,” says Benfield. “They also back up
their efforts with research and data. That is so incredi-
bly helpful.  In politics and government, they’re all
about accountability, where the dollars are spent, espe-
cially these days. LAP does a really good job with that.”

Through the DeKalb Partners for Early Learning,
the LAP lives on.  “The energy was so strong that the
majority of  LAPers wanted to continue,” says Roberta
Malavenda. “That’s a testament to the LAP experience.
People saw so many immediate results.”  
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