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Building Community Power, Transforming Systems
A LETTER TO THE COMMUNITY

Dear Partner and Community Member,
  
This is your report. 

Better Together and the Early Learning Hub (BT+ELH) don’t do any of this work 
alone. We have truly become a regional partnership of 400+ stakeholders 
spanning communities, counties, identities, and roles. During the last eight 
years, you’ve helped us build a robust network demonstrating the power of 
collective strategies and efforts to identify root causes and develop lasting 
solutions.  

As we write this, we are living through the disruptions of COVID-19 pandemic 
and resurgence of the nation-wide Black Lives Matter movement. The past 
months have exposed the deep, existing disparities that have always existed 
in our region - from the economic instability of too many families to the digital 
access divide, the slow response to provide information in Spanish during 
a public health emergency to the persistence of racial discrimination right 
here in our own communities. These months have also shown us the resilient 
foundations of community and the deep connections that exist in Central 
Oregon. We’ve been in many spaces where community and system leaders are 
talking about returning to “normal.” But we cannot find our way back to the 
“normal” that existed before COVID-19 and reckonings we are finally having 
about racial inequity. While some of us were thriving prior to this pandemic, too 
many of our community members were not.

Our bottom line remains focused on achieving systems transformation, 
rooting out disparities, and creating a new normal that builds resilience and 
allows every young person to thrive. Our organizations and partnerships have 
matured, and so too have the ways we engage and do our work. In some 
spaces, we lead, but more often we come alongside, get behind efforts, and 
amplify the impacts and changes that our partners and community members 
lead. Most importantly, in all of our work, we strive to honor and center the lived 
experiences of those closest to the complex problems we are working to solve. 

This report, we believe, marks a new era for our partnership. We remain 
committed to systems transformation and collective impact to achieve our 
vision where every young person in Central Oregon is thriving. And we remain 
steadfast in our belief that every school, business, organization, early learning 
provider, and community member has a role to play, and no single person or 
entity can do it alone. We are committed to human-centered approaches 
and designing with, not for, the end-user of our systems - children, youth, 
and families. To do this, we are adopting new ways of partnering that place 
the people with the most knowledge about what they need and their lived-
experience at the center of the process. This approach honors individual and 
collective expertise. 

For too long, children, young people, and families have been left out of the 
spaces and decision-making processes meant to benefit them. It is naive 
to believe that leaders know better than the community they serve: what 
problems exist and how to address them. This is the work of the Better Together 
and Early Learning Hub partnership today and moving forward. We’ve learned 
and developed this strategy through the work we share in this report, the work 
we’ve done with you.  

We look forward to continuing to learn, collaborate, and transform with you. 
We are Better Together.

BT + ELH team members,  
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Children + Youth of Central Oregon, At-a-Glance
REGIONAL FOOTPRINT

11 ,920
Under 5 Years Old

35,518
Ages 5-17

15,609
Ages 18-24

50,025
DESCHUTES COUNTY

63,047
TOTAL CHILDREN + YOUTH 

IN CENTRAL OREGON

5,695
CROOK COUNTY

7,327
JEFFERSON COUNTY

White 75%

Latinx 16%

Native 4%

Multi-Racial 3%

Asian 1%

Black <1%

Pacific Islander <1%

=

OUR PRIORITY POPULATIONS

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

44%

Students
of Color

25%

Students with
Disabilities

13%

English Language
Learners

12%



Communities of Color 
includes all people 

who identify as Black, 
Indigenous, Native, Latinx, 

Asian, Mixed-Race, and 
other Persons of Color who 
call Central Oregon home.

Underserved Races and 
Ethnicities is a subset of 
our Communities of Color 
and is a category defined 

by the Oregon Department 
of Education in testing and 
reporting. It includes Black, 

American Indian/Alaska 
Native, Latinx/Hispanic, 

and Pacific Islander/
Native Hawaiian students 

who have historically 
been underserved in our 

education systems. 
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Attending to Disparity
OUR PRIORITY POPULATIONS

Throughout our report, we call out “priority populations.” These are groups of children, youth, and families who have been historically and systemically pushed 
to the margins of our communities and systems. As a result, we see persistent disparities, or differences, in outcomes for these groups in comparison to their 
peers. In BT+ELH’s work, we systematically seek, center, and call out the experiences, successes, and challenges of children, youth and families from these 
groups as indicators in our progress toward achieving systems transformation where inclusion and equity are the norms, not an aspiration. 

Rural + Geographically 
Isolated Students and 
Families live in isolated 
areas and we recognize 
the varied experiences, 
access to resources, and 
limited opportunities for 
connection that so many 
of our children, youth, and 
families experience based 

on the rural nature of 
communities where they 

live.

Low-Income + Families 
Impacted by Poverty 

have incomes below 185% 
or 200% of the Federal 

Poverty Line, depending on 
the program or system in 
which they are accessing 
services (ie. early learning, 
K-12, etc.). For example, a 
family of 4 with an annual 
income at $48,470 would 
be considered low-income 

within the K-12 system. 
The Oregon Department 
of Education calls these 
students economically 

disadvantaged. 

Students with Disabilities 
refer to students who 

receive special education 
services in our early 

learning and K-12 systems. 
Despite reforms that 

support the inclusion of 
students with disabilities 

in classrooms there remain 
deep disparities and 

opportunities to support 
youth development and 

learning.

English Language 
Learners are students 

with limited English 
Language proficiency who 
receive specific instruction 

and support in order to 
participate in classroom 
learning and activities . 
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Better Together + Early Learning Hub Outcomes
OUR ROADMAP



WE CAN DO BETTER, IF WE 
DO IT TOGETHER.
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We Can’t Do it Alone
OUR APPROACH

Too many of our children and youth in Central Oregon do not have what they need to thrive. Fixing this multi-layered 
systemic issue is not about adding programs that only address surface-level symptoms of the problem nor is it only 
about meeting the needs of a few impacted individuals. It’s about thinking differently, adding seats to decision-making 
tables, and listening to community members. It means acting collectively, outside of our silos to transform systems. And 
our solutions remain rooted in the value that we can do better if we do it together. No organization or sector can tackle 
this massive challenge alone.
 
We are an established partnership. Better Together and the Early Learning Hub (BT+ELH) have aligned our efforts across 
sectors and communities to transform systems, prenatal to career, with you. Our network is 400 stakeholders strong and 
comes from early care and education, school districts, higher education, healthcare partners, foundations, government, 
business and industry, parents, and members of the community at large. We are BT+ELH.

Our partnership has redoubled its focus on equity work and elevating all voices necessary to inform and strengthen 
our initiatives. It’s not enough to just name the disparities that exist between students of color, low-income students, 
emerging bilingual students, students with disabilities, rural students, and their peers. To move the needle and close 
gaps in our shared outcomes, prenatal to career, we must co-create solutions with and for the communities we serve.

At BT+ELH tables, everyone’s contribution is welcome, lived experience matters, and your input is needed to transform 
systems to best support our communities. 

Our Principles for Collective Action:

WORK REGIONALLY AND 
ACROSS-SECTORS

FOCUS ON EQUITY IN 
SHARED OUTCOMES

CENTER THE VOICES 
OF THOSE WITH LIVED 

EXPERIENCE

USE DATA TO BUILD 
AWARENESS, ACTION 

AND ACCOUNTABILITY

CO-CREATE SOLUTIONS BETWEEN 
SYSTEMS AND COMMUNITIES

SHARE AND CELEBRATE 
SUCCESSES, TOGETHER



BT+ELH is the backbone of this collective impact strategy. We 
exist to build stronger, aligned systems that serve children, youth, 
and families through cross-sector partnerships. We activate this 

network by bringing partners together. We gather data that 
generates awareness and knowledge. We identify gaps that exist 
in our communities and systems, initiating strategic partnerships 

that address those gaps so children, youth, and families can 
thrive. We also advocate for policy and practice change that is 

informed by local data, research, and the lived experiences of our 
community members to create lasting impact. Finally, we

leverage resources to do all this sustainably. 
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Who We Work With, You.
OUR CROSS-SECTOR PARTNERS

COMMUNITY
MEMBERS

PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS:
made up of community members

SHARED OUTCOMES
TO COLLECTIVE ACTION

WORK GROUPS: made up of community members and 
representatives of partner organizations

Identify common agenda and actively 
work towards solutions together 

education

non-profits

government

health care

BACKBONE : BETTER TOGETHER + EARLY LEARNING HUB
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Annual Outcome Data, At-a-Glance
OUR PROGRESS

Oregon Kindergarten 
Readiness

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 40% 45%

Child Care Access

Children (ages 0-5) 11,920

Available Child Care Spots 
(full-time)

3,362

Missing “Spots” 7,146

Success Rates for Screening Services

OHP Covered Children Receiving 
Developmental Screeening 
(2017-2018)

74%

Best Match Referral from 
Screening (2017-2018)

48%

Preterm Births (2017)

Oregon 8.1%

Central Oregon 7.8%

HEALTHY BIRTH

KINDERGARTEN READINESS

Percentage of 3rd-Graders 
who Meet Proficiency on 
Smarter Balanced Assessment

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 58% 58%

THIRD GRADE LITERACY

Youth CareerConnect 2019-
2020

Overall
2017-2020

Students Registered 296 661

Applications 104 426

Interviews 57 310

Placements 42 220

Unique Interviews 84 317

EARLY WORK EXPERIENCE

Percentage of 8th-Graders 
who Meet Proficiency on 
Smarter Balanced Assessment

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 43% 42%

EIGHTH GRADE MATH

Percentage of 9th-Graders 
Accumulating 1/4 of the 
Credits Needed to Graduate

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 87% 87%

NINTH GRADE ON TRACK

Graduation Rate 2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 82% 81%

HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION

Percentage of 6th-Graders 
who are Regular Attendees

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

Central Oregon 80% 79%

MIDDLE SCHOOL ATTENDENCE
CONNECTED + SUPPORTED FAMILIES

ACCESS TO EARLY CARE

TRAINING BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL

62% of graduates from Central Oregon high schools 
enter a postsecondary institution within one year of 
graduating from high school.

MEANINGFUL CAREER

During the last three years, retention at COCC of 
first-time full-time freshmen has held steady at 
20%, and there are no disparities in retention for 
both Latinx students (27%) and Native students 
(30%). One in five students at COCC is a student 
of color, and representation by students of color 
at COCC has been growing annually. At OSU 
Cascades, enrollment is growing at a rate of nearly 
5% annually and completion rates are increasing, 
too. In 2018-2019, 58% of all juniors graduated 
within four years. OSU Cascades is also reducing 
barriers to obtaining a post-secondary degree: 
17% of all OSU Cascade students are students of 
color, 31% of all undergraduate students are first-
generation college students, and 34% of first-time 
freshmen are graduates from Central Oregon high 
schools. 
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Building Collective Action in Central Oregon
OUR STORY

EVOLVING: HOW WE ORGANIZE OUR WORK 

For partners who formed Better Together, you will remember we 
categorized our initiatives into four areas of work:

1. Early Learning and Wellness

2. Bridges

3. Supporting Families

4. Education and Training to Career

When BT+ELH aligned our partnership in 2017, a true prenatal to career 
strategy formed. And while many original workgroups remain strong 
and active, new workgroups and initiatives have launched to the point 
that we’ve discovered we’ve outgrown those initial categories. 

And that’s more than ok, given the work of BT+ELH is all about systems 
transformation. Now, as new initiatives form, they increasingly span 
multiple grade levels, often early childhood to higher education, and 
they seek to impact multiple sectors simultaneously, for example, 
outcomes in both education and health sectors together. Our work has 
grown more complex and impactful because that is the work that truly 
matters.

In the spirt of transformation, our logos are also evolving. The ELH 
is retaining the imagery of a family represented by birds and BT is 
transforming the bouncing bubbles, representing our original work 
areas, into an image of our community members representing the 
cross-sector nature of our work and the diverse community members 
within it, and the images overlap.  We hope you will continue to see 
yourself in our work as we rebrand: We’re Better Together!      

EARLY LEARNING + WELLNESS

Across the nation and right here in Central Oregon, our communities are 
waking up to a reality BT+ELH partners have known for a long time: the 
first few years of a child’s life are critically important. We need collective 
strategies that support every child to have a healthy birth, coordinate 
health, and community services for connected and supported families, 
ensure that every family has access to quality early care and education, 
and to set the foundations for every child to enter school ready to learn. 
These are our partnership’s shared early learning and wellness outcomes. 
We will continue to monitor and report on our region’s progress toward 
closing gaps in these areas, particularly for children and families of color, 
Native and Tribal children and families, emerging bilingual children, rural 
families, and those impacted by poverty.

HEALTHY BIRTH (preterm births, prenatal services)
 
It’s not enough to focus only on conditions that lead to a healthy and 
thriving life once a child is born. A healthy birth is related to a strong 
community, one where residents have access to affordable housing and 
living wages, get enough to eat, seek medical care when they are sick 
and aren’t subject to discrimination. Strong communities also ensure 
parents access prenatal services early in their pregnancy and have social 
and emotional services available to them to navigate the stress and 
challenges that come with parenthood.
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OUR STORY

Prenatal care is a critical factor in preventing preterm births; 83% of 
parents in Central Oregon start receiving prenatal care in the first trimester 
of their pregnancy. In 2017, 7.8% of babies born in Central Oregon were 
preterm, this is slightly lower than the statewide rate of 8.1%. We know 
that there are deep disparities in birth outcomes among racial and ethnic 
groups. For example, from 2014-2018 more than 10% Native, Pacific 
Islander, and Asian parents in our region delivered babies preterm.

Source: Oregon Public Health Assessment Tool, Northwestern University (NU) Center for
Community Health

CONNECTED + SUPPORTED FAMILIES

Too often, families in our communities feel alone, unsure about options for 
support, and disconnected from the services intended to help them with 
the healthy development and well-being of their children. Fewer than 20% 
of vulnerable families across the state have access to home visiting services 
that support parent attachment and skill development during the first 
months and years of parenthood. (Source: Rise Up Oregon Plan) Even when 
families do know about available services, it’s easy to get lost in the referral 
steps, paper trail, and eligibility requirements to access them. We can do 
better.

Home visiting programs excel in connecting families across complicated 
systems. Home visitors can provide services like health check-ups, 
screenings, referrals, parenting advice, and guidance to navigate other 
programs and services. They also play critical roles in getting children and 
families to developmental screening services to identify developmental 
delays, plus they help ensure families are not just referred, but connected 
to follow-ups for evaluation and services.                                                                 

Early on, Early Learning Hub work identified that multiple home visiting 
programs in Central Oregon were confusing to families and often raised 
questions about duplication for policymakers and funders. Home visiting 
programs are an evidence-based model that builds relationships with 
parents in ways that consider the family’s realities and needs, then 
connecting them to appropriate health and community services. Informed 
by the lived experiences of the diverse families they serve, ELH partners 
(representing health, early care and education sectors) developed and 
agreed upon a shared priority: establishing a Responsive Home Visiting 
System. This system builds on the strengths of existing home visiting 
programs while formalizing elements that ensure services are responsive, 
accessible, and extended from prenatal into preschool. 

 

Source: PacificSource Health Plans via the Oregon Pediatric Improvement Partnership

To further expand the home visiting system, and offer a nurse home visit 
to all families at birth, regional health and early care programs applied to 
the Oregon Health Authority and were chosen as an early implementation 
pilot in Oregon’s adoption of Duke University’s Family Connects.  Primary 
partners are Crook, Deschutes, Jefferson County and Confederated Tribes 
of Warm Springs Public Health Departments, Healthy Families of the High 
Desert, Early Head Start, and St Charles Health System.   

Percent of Preterm Births

Oregon 8.1%

Central Oregon 7.8%

Success Rates for Screening Services

OHP Covered Children Receiving Develop-
mental Screening (2017-2018)

74%

Best Match Referral from Screening (2017-
2018)

48%
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OUR STORY

Because the current array of home visiting programs has differing eligibility 
criteria and finite capacity, Central Oregon will use the Family Connects 
model to identify families’ needs, connect them to the best-matched home 
visiting services, and remain connected for ongoing needs. BT+ELH is so 
incredibly excited to see this program move into full operation throughout 
2020, with the first Family Connects home visits scheduled to launch in 
early 2021.

“Family Connects is a universally offered nurse home visiting 
model for all births and supports families in Central Oregon. 
By assisting families in accessing needed medical and social 
supports, we’re building a foundation for a lifetime of physical and 
mental well-being, healthy relationships, and ability to thrive. This 
is critical to building strong families and communities.” 
- Muriel DeLaVergne-Brown, RN, Director, Crook County Health Department

Professional development for a skilled home visiting workforce is critical to 
improving the quality of our regional services. A major focus is addressing 
increasing rates in maternal depression. Statewide, one in four women 
report symptoms of maternal depression (Source: Oregon Health Authority). 
An evidence-based intervention, the Mothers and Babies Program strives 
to prevent postpartum depression and decrease depressive symptoms 
among pregnant and new parents. During the past year, Mothers and 
Babies trainers from Northwestern University-Center for Community Health 
and Oregon Health & Science University’s (OHSU) Community Research 
Hub in Central Oregon trained 60 home visitors in its model of care. The 
curriculum is being integrated across 14 home visiting programs and OHSU 
and Northwestern University continue to consult with and support anyone 
implementing the program.  

Through the Pathways From Developmental Screening to Services 
Initiative, regional health and early childhood service partners are 
improving referrals and follow-ups to ensure children and families across 
the region are getting matched with services early on so they’re prepared 
for kindergarten and beyond.

BT+ELH launched the initiative in 2017 in partnership with Oregon Pediatric 
Improvement Partnership  (OPIP) and the Central Oregon Health Council. 
The initiative’s purpose has been to engage medical and early childhood 
systems in reducing the number of children entering school at-risk of or 
experiencing developmental delays. Partners collectively recognized 
developmental screenings as an effective and efficient way to check a 
child’s development, celebrate developmental milestones, and determine if 
follow-up is needed. The initiative includes primary care providers (Central 
Oregon Pediatrics, Mosaic Medical, Madras Medical Group, and St Charles 
Health Care),  HDESD’s Early Intervention (EI) Program, and community 
partners. 

A developmental screening can be an essential first step in identifying 
children with delays or disorders in the critical years before they start 
school.  In Central Oregon, we have significantly improved the number of 
children receiving developmental screening in primary care, and yet we 
continued to see a high number of children entering school experiencing 
developmental delays. This initiative is aligning systems so children and 
families are aware of delays early and connecting to services, so children 
can enter school ready to learn and thrive. To do this work, we’ve leveraged 
incredible resources—Medicaid funding from Central Oregon Health 
Council, plus funding from the Maternal Infant and Early Childhood Home 
Visiting  (MIECHV) program and our Regional Early Learning Hub funds.

Early successes in this partnership led to Central Oregon being designated 
as one of two Oregon pilot sites for the federal Integrated Care for Kids 
Model (InCK).  The 2020 launch will bring new resources to accelerate the 
integration of health, behavioral health, and community-based early care 
and education services. The goal? Putting children and families first in a 
coordinated care system, plus prioritizing home and community-based 
services.   
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OUR STORYOUR STORY

ACCESS TO QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION

Fewer than one in three children in Central Oregon has access to quality 
child care. We at the Better Together and Early Learning Hub are committed 
to collectively building robust early care and an education system that 
increases both access to and quality of regional child care and preschool 
programs. We are deeply aware that families have different needs. All 
children can benefit from high-quality early care and education services, 
and evidence suggests that access closes early learning gaps most notably 
for emerging bilinguals and economically disadvantaged children. Child 
care also provides a vital opportunity for parents to work, study, and meet 
their own needs and contributes to their economic and social inclusion 
within our local economies. 

Our work engages both families and early care providers, helping them 
understand their needs and building solutions that are culturally and 
linguistically responsive, provide an opportunity to rural and geographically 
isolated families, and attend to the needs of families, whether full-time, 
part-time, evening and/or overnight care are needed. This is a huge 
undertaking, and BT+ELH is far from the finish line. We are immensely proud 
and grateful for the cross-sector commitment to finding a solution that 
works for families, supports our children’s development, and will help Central 
Oregon communities thrive. 
 
A reality we face is the interdependence of so many sectors on the early 
care and education sector. A real threat, however, is the challenge of 
sustaining the current child care business model. In Bend and Redmond, 
in particular, the call to action has crescendoed as business and economic 
development sectors have identified a lack of child care as an undeniable 
workforce barrier. The Bend Chamber has taken a lead in addressing this 
issue, providing an excellent example of how BT+ELH gets behind, supports, 
and amplifies the work of our partners. Last year, a cross-sector group of 
partners, including businesses, health, higher education, child care resource 
staff, and early care providers formed a taskforce to raise awareness of the 
crisis and push for policy change at the state and local level.

“The shortage of quality child care in Central Oregon is a burden on 
families and employers alike. Creating more quality child care in our 
region is essential for people who need to work, but we want to make 
sure their children are well taken care of, and businesses need to know 
their employees can come back if they choose to.” 
-Katy Brooks, Executive Director, Bend Chamber of Commerce and Oregon Early 
Learning Council Appointee

It’s also critically important that our existing child care providers are able to 
operate viable and sustainable businesses. For years, we’ve watched a cycle 
of small child care centers open and close. On closer examination, we learned 
centers in rural and Tribal areas were most at risk of closing. BT+ELH dug deeper 
into the factors contributing to the cycle of failed child care centers. Based on 
the providers’ experiences and needs, we’ve launched the Business and Shared 
Services Initiative led by NeighborImpact’s Child Care Resources. Now, a business 
coach is helping child care providers build skills to improve and streamline 
their businesses, consulting them around activities such as online billing, 
tracking receivables, and setting fee structures. NeighborImpact is also a link to 
supplemental funding sources that can help make these critical businesses more 
viable. Work is guided in consultation with the Opportunities Exchange through 
the Oregon Pritzker Shared Services Technical Assistance Project. 

Child Care Access - 1 in 3 children has access to a child care slot in Central Oregon

Source: Neighborimpact Child Care Resources/NACCRRAware, January 2020

Child Care Quality QRIS - 25% of Child Care Facilities are Star-rated

Source: Oregon Spark Rating System, January 2020

Children (ages 0-5) Available Child Care 
Spots (full-time)

Missing “Spots”

11,920 3362 7146

Licensed Facilities Star-Rated Facilities # Children Served in 
Star-Rated Facilities

196 50 2374
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OUR STORY

The Quality Rating and Improvement System (SPARK) is a 
measure adopted by Oregon’s Early Learning Division to assess, 
support, and raise the quality and consistency of early care 
and education programs. It also recognizes and supports early 
learning programs, ranging from in-home child care centers to 
larger programs like HeadStart, to not only meet and maintain 
research-based indicators of quality but to continuously 
improve. 

One of the ways we build quality early care environments 
is through The Partners in Practice Initiative (PIP). The PIP 
Initiative brings together the assets of Central Oregon 
Community College, NeighborImpact Child Care Resources, 
regional Head Start and Early Head Start providers, private 
preschools and centers, and family care providers to provide 
workforce development for early care and education 
professionals. The partnership emphasizes addressing 
disparities in higher education access for underserved and 
underrepresented students and is reforming pathways 
for obtaining certificates and degrees in early childhood 
education. Recruitment and participation prioritize current 
child care providers who identify as Spanish-speaking, Latinx, 
and/or Native American, but also non-traditional students 
looking to enter the field. Program participants can access 
funding for tuition and book costs, peer mentors, and support 
services in Spanish. Each cohort’s class offerings are tailored 
to help them achieve their own objectives, whether to obtain 
or advance their Oregon Registry license to operate a child 
care center, to earn a DALE Certificate (Developmentally 
Appropriate Learning Environments), or an Associate Degree in 
Early Childhood Education at COCC.  

Why does all this matter to child care quality? Advancement by 
child care providers in the Oregon Registry contributes to their 
SPARK rating.  In 2019, 64 students participated in PIP. It’s the 
most culturally diverse training program in our region across 
industries, with 73% of students identifying as Hispanic/Latino, 
Native American, or multi-racial. 

PREPARING CHILDREN TO ENTER SCHOOL READY TO LEARN

Quality early care and education support on-time development that leads to school 
readiness skills like self-regulation, social-emotional skills, and early literacy. It also 
creates environments for children to learn through play, which is critical for healthy 
brain development, developing peer relationships, and engaging in rich, complex 
learning. Research also shows that quality early care and education are critical 
to children getting on a strong educational pathway that leads to high school 
graduation, post-secondary training, and a meaningful career.

BT+ELH partners together are focused on increasing school readiness skills, 
specifically developing early literacy skills and alignment with the Oregon 
Kindergarten Readiness Assessment.  In particular, county-based Early Childhood 
Committees, networks of early care and education partners, identified community-
specific gaps in early learning access for young children and families. Given this, they 
are deploying strategies to help families build skills at home.  

Imagination Library delivers books directly to the homes of children from birth to 
age 5. While many home visiting and parenting programs promote the importance 
of early language development through reading, families often don’t have books 
at home. In addition, rural libraries often report low attendance at library programs 
for young children due to barriers like transportation, parents’ work schedules, and 
communication barriers. BT+ELH partners (Crook, Deschutes, Jefferson and Warm 
Springs public libraries, Women’s Infants and Children’s (WIC) programs and Hub 
Family Engagement activities) are focusing outreach to families in mostly rural 
and Tribal communities. Since the 2018 launch of Imagination Library, nearly 1,750 
children are getting books delivered to their homes monthly in Central Oregon.

UpStart is a web-based preschool program by the Waterford Institute that provides 
school readiness programming for 4-year-olds without other preschool access.  Our 
region has limited publicly funded preschool opportunities, and if we had adequate 
resources, 1 in 4 children would meet the income eligibility to enroll in public 
preschool. As we convened stakeholders, BT+ELH found many families faced barriers 
in attending traditional preschool programs. Beyond the limited number of funded 
spots, program operations don’t align with non- 9-to-5 work schedules, families’ 
lack of transportation, and travel time to preschool for rural and frontier areas.  In 
addition, in honoring family choice, some families prefer a home-based program.  
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During 2018, BT+ELH led a pilot of UpStart with 12 families. The 
goals were to understand which families would be best served 
through the model, plus assess the program’s impact in general. 
Children increased school readiness skills in reading and math, 
and parents expressed interest in learning new strategies to 
support their children’s development and understand kindergarten 
readiness.  In 2019-20, we enrolled 40 families in UpStart and 
included wraparound support from our Family Engagement 
Coordinator and cross-sector partners to connect participants to 
parenting and enrichment activities and to facilitate their transition 
to kindergarten.  

KINDERGARTEN READINESS

Kindergarten readiness rates are on the rise in our region. Nonetheless, 
in 2018-2019, fewer than half (45%) of all incoming kindergarteners knew 
18 or more uppercase letter names, the standard for “demonstrating” the 
skill. Students from underserved racial groups are increasingly entering 
school with improved early literacy rates, but still, only 1 in 4 students met 
the criteria for “demonstrating” in letter names. The portion of low-income 
kindergarteners arriving at school with solid early literacy skills remained 
flat from one year to the next at just 30%. 

We’re also noticing declining scores in the approaches to learning domain 
on the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment, which measures things like 
a child’s ability to follow rules and directions in class, cooperate and play 
with others, and complete tasks.  Of our regional kindergarteners, only 31% 
scored in the “demonstrating” range, down from 34% the year prior. We 
are seeing scores trend upward for students from underserved races (31%--
>34%) and English language learners (29%-->31%), but declines for low-
income students (33%-->27%) and students with disabilities (18-->14%).

Oregon Kindergarten Readiness 2017-2018 2018-2019

Central Oregon Average 40% 45%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 24% 26%

American Indian/AK Native 22% 23%

Multi-Racial 35% 62%

White 50% 53%

Black/African American 55% *%

Priority Populations

Low Income 30% 30%

English Language Learners 12% 9%

Students with Disabilities 28% 24%

Underserved Races 21% 25%

Approaches to Learning Total 2017-2018 2018-2019

Central Oregon Average 34% 31%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 32% 33%

American Indian/AK Native 31% 41%

Multi-Racial 41% 33%

White 36% 31%

Black/African American 27% *%

Priority Populations

Low Income 33% 27%

English Language Learners 29% 31%

Students with Disabilities 18% 14%

Underserved Races 31% 34%

Source: Oregon Department of Education
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THIRD GRADE LITERACY

Overall, third-grade reading rates remain 
unchanged. There are still deep disparities in 
third-grade rates between student groups. 
Among Latinx students, we are seeing sustained 
gains in reading rates, however, a 19-point gap 
with their peers remains. Similarly, low-income 
students’ scores continue to be higher, but there 
is still a 13-point gap. Deep disparities exist in 
early reading for Native American students—they 
read at just half the rate of their peers (30%), 
and English Language Learners trail their peers 
by 32 percentage points (26%). While our early 
literacy programs provide promising evidence of 
engagement, it will take time before the impact 
bears out in our third-grade reading rates. 

Percentage of Third-Grade Students 
Who Meet Proficiency on Smarter 
Balanced Assessment

Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 54% 47% 46%

Central Oregon Average 50% 58% 58%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 33% 36% 39%

American Indian/AK Native 14% 34% 30%

Multi-Racial 45% 62% 59%

White 56% 64% 62%

Black/African American 63% 47% 58%

Priority Populations

Low Income 39% 44% 45%

English Language Learners 15% 25% 26%

Students with Disabilities 22% 19% 18%

Underserved Races 29% 37% 38%

Source: Oregon Department of Education
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CREATING A CULTURE OF CARE IN SCHOOLS

During the last year, BT+ELH partners have accelerated our regional 
alignment between local health and education sectors through the Culture 
of Care initiative. This transformative work aims to shift educational 
systems across Central Oregon by creating trauma-informed and equity-
based cultures within early learning centers, K-12 schools, and our higher ed 
institutions. 

With financial support from America’s Promise and the Central Oregon 
Health Council, BT+ELH is investing in training and capacity building 
across education roles, from bus drivers to education assistants, classroom 
teachers and beyond. This work is targeted toward all staff who make 
decisions about and work with students every day. Through this initiative, 
we aim to develop adults’ skills, tools, and mindsets, so they understand 
historical and childhood trauma and recognize trauma symptoms when 
they surface at school, on the bus, the playground, or elsewhere. It also 
aims to de-stigmatize these behaviors and develop alternative solutions to 
traditional discipline approaches, ensuring all students are seen, heard and 
get what they need to thrive.  

Through this initiative, BT+ELH partnered with the High Desert Education 
Service District and Jefferson County Education Service District to hire 4 
CARE Coaches who work directly with school teams across six districts. 
CARE Coaches examine available data in attendance, discipline, and 
achievement. They then work with school teams to build plans and deploy 
strategies that build cultures of care at school. The CARE Coach team 
also brings a wealth of expertise in social work, professional resilience, 
and behavior interventions to directly build capacity in trauma-informed, 
restorative, and equity practices with the teams they support.

With guidance from our partners at TRACEs Central Oregon and OSU 
Cascades, BT+ELH are also elevating resilience as a key measure within 
schools as part of this initiative. With their guidance, BT+ELH and CARE 
Coaches are building awareness among school teams about resilience, or 
the process of positive adaptation in the face of adversity. For three years 
now, we’ve measured resilience-promoting factors among students and 
are learning so much! We’ve discovered that youth from 

kindergarten through high school believe that getting an education is 
important to them, but far too many students don’t feel like they fit in with 
other children or at their school. We’ve also learned that students who can 
identify caring adults in their life are more likely to attend school regularly. 
These are tangible findings that school teams can actually use. They are 
a springboard for building new strategies that enable youth to feel seen, 
to be heard, and to belong. Additional strategies support mentorship and 
positive relationships with adults in their lives. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL ATTENDENCE AND ENGAGEMENT

Statewide, and across grade levels, one in five Oregon students was 
chronically absent during the 2018-2019 school year. Among sixth graders 
in Central Oregon, these students are more likely to be absent (79% attend 
regularly) than peers around the state (84% attend regularly). 
 
Furthermore, during the last two school years, attendance rates have 
continued to decline for every student group we monitor. Attendance by 
students from underserved racial groups declined six points and seven 
points for English Language Learners. Last school year, two out of five 
Native American sixth graders were chronically absent, twice the state 
average. 
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Percentage of Sixth-Grade Students 
Who are Regular Attendees (90% or 
more of Scheduled School Days)

Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 88% 84% 84%

Central Oregon Average 87% 80% 79%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 85% 85% 79%

American Indian/AK Native 61% 67% 59%

Multi-Racial 85% 88% 79%

White 88% 80% 80%

Black/African American 89% 67% 81%

Priority Populations

Low Income 81% 76% 74%

English Language Learners 69% 78% 71%

Students with Disabilities 81% 73% 72%

Underserved Races 82% 85% 79%

Source: Oregon Department of Education

BRIDGES

The Bridges network includes 25+ leaders from across sectors and community-based 
organizations working to increase access to meaningful out-of-school opportunities for 
young people in Central Oregon. Since 2014, BT+ELH has convened with this group to 
develop equitable strategies for increasing access to afterschool and summer programming 
and to ensure this network is aligned with and engaged in best-practices for serving children 
and youth.

There is power in collective work. We know how critical out-of-school time is to keep youth 
on-track academically, and these partners have elevated projects that streamline access 

to these opportunities through aligned recruitment campaigns, 
bridging mentorship opportunities, and establishing data 
and space-sharing partnerships with schools. This network 
recognizes that schools can’t do it alone and has stepped up 
to partner and ensure students are supported when the school 
day ends and when summer begins. 

As BT+ELH navigated the early months of the COVID-19 
pandemic and closures, Bridges worked collectively to 
advocate for a state reopening policy that would allow youth-
serving programs to safely, but effectively support kids and 
families this summer. Summer programming is critical to our 
learning ecosystem—it promotes connection among youth, it 
facilitates continued learning in playful, hands-on, and project-
based ways, and it provides safe and nurturing environments 
for kids who might otherwise be alone. Research has shown us 
that students lose, on average, one month of learning progress 
over the summer, and greater loss occurs for low-income and 
students of color. 

A broad group of BT+ELH partners including, Bend Parks & Rec, 
Bend Science Station, Central Oregon STEM Hub, Boys and Girls 
Club of Bend, Camp Fire Central Oregon, St. Charles Health 
System, Crook County Kids Club, Deschutes Public Library, and 
Rimrock Trails, among others, crafted a joint statement with 
recommendations for summer programs to operate under the 
conditions of COVID-19. Furthermore, the group articulated 
the need for a new normal in summer and out-of-school-time 
programming that is more universal, equitable, and accessible 
for youth and families from diverse backgrounds in our region.  
 
“The Bridges partners have shown that even diverse 
organizations can quickly form around the things that 
are core to their work: providing safe, fun, and learning-
enriched opportunities for youth during the summer and 
after school. This group is ready for more—serving more 
kids, but also working with schools as true partners in 
teaching and learning.” 
-Shelley Irwin, Project Manager, BT+ELH
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EIGHTH GRADE MATH

Since Better Together’s inception, there has been little movement in our regional math scores. 
We know that standardized tests are just one data point, but it’s the best comparison that 
we have across Oregon and other states that use the Smarter Balanced assessment. Despite 
the flat performance, there are deep disparities in scores among student groups. Only one in 
four Latinx students is meeting eighth-grade math proficiency and only one in 10 of our Native 
students. These skill gaps put young people at risk of falling behind as they transition to high 
school. The gaps also threaten their ability to graduate on-time. Students with limited English 
proficiency also trail their peers in eighth-grade math skills, with only 13% meeting proficiency. 

Percentage of Eighth-Grade Students 
Who Meet Proficiency on Smarter 
Balanced Assessment

Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 44% 41% 38%

Central Oregon Average 44% 43% 42%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 26% 22% 26%

American Indian/AK Native 19% 9% 10%

Multi-Racial 45% 49% 39%

White 50% 49% 47%

Black/African American 44% * 20%

Priority Populations

Low Income 32% 26% 26%

English Language Learners 5% 5% 13%

Students with Disabilities 11% 6% 9%

Underserved Races 25% 18% 23%

Source: Oregon Department of Education

LATINX SUCCESS INITIATIVE

In 2015, Better Together launched Latinx Success Initiative 
(LSI), which has since grown into one of the strongest 
culturally-specific and Latinx-led entities in our region, 
arguably the state. During this time, BT+ELH has led several 
community-wide efforts to create a pipeline of intentional 
support for Spanish-speaking families with children from 
preschool through higher education. This network includes 
dozens of Latinx community leaders and allies across multiple 
sectors, six school districts, and three counties. 

LSI’s mission is to align and integrate solutions that ensure 
Latinx students and their families have meaningful access to 
education, information, and resources so they can achieve 
academically and socially. The LSI workgroup is focused on 
eliminating disparities for Latinx students in the following 
outcomes: Kindergarten Readiness, Third-Grade Reading, 
Middle School Attendance, Ninth-Grade On-Track, High School 
Graduation, and Post-Secondary Success. Collectively, LSI has 
spurred the expansion of multiple robust education programs 
supporting Latinx families, plus it’s elevated training for 
over 500 pre-K-12 educators and higher ed staff in intensive 
personal work, practice, and policy development focused on 
racial equity in education. This cross-sector, cross-community 
network continues to play a critical role in designing plans, 
building awareness and advocacy, leveraging funding, and 
championing systems transformation for Latinx children and 
families in Central Oregon. 

The LSI was instrumental in providing guidance to BT+ELH and 
Bend-La Pine, Redmond, and Crook County School Districts 
in the fall of 2019 in planning for the implementation of the 
historic Student Success Act investments. LSI partners provided 
feedback on focus questions that partner districts used in 
their community engagement processes. In addition, the LSI 
workgroup nominated Spanish-speaking and community 
members of color to partner with districts to conduct listening 
sessions 
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in an affinity space where students and families would share a common 
identity, background, and lived experience with the facilitators. In using 
these methods, BT+ELH and partner districts learned the power of creating 
spaces where students and families, who are too often pushed to the 
margins, are fully centered and heard. 
 
“We’re beyond just inviting families to give feedback to systems 
like schools and health care providers. Better Together’s work is 
now about empowering and resourcing families to use their voice 
and lead.”  
- Rutila Galvan-Rodriguez, Director of Youth and Family Partnerships, 
BT+ELH 

LGBTQ+ SCHOOL SUCCESS INITIATIVE

The LGBTQ+ School Success Initiative is a cross-sector, cross-community 
network supporting the following vision: 

1. Central Oregon Schools are intersectional settings where youth can be 
their authentic selves;

2. Central Oregon schools are places where LGBTQ+ students are safe, 
heard and seen and have equal opportunity and protection; and

3. Central Oregon is a place where LGBTQ+ youth want to remain, live and 
thrive.

BT+ELH regularly convenes this network of Gender and Sexuality Alliance 
(GSA) Advisors from local middle and high schools, higher education 
leaders, parents, health care leaders, and representatives from critical 
community-based organizations. They have prioritized training and 
professional learning focused on ensuring educators, community 
professionals, and parents are creating safe and welcoming spaces for 
LGBTQ+ identifying youth. 

This network creates powerful spaces in our schools where youth can 
gather for leadership development opportunities in affinity space and 
with adult allies. These partners have advocated for gender and sexuality 
inclusive curriculum, plus are holding systems accountable for policies 
and practices that are inclusive to LGBTQ+ youth. In Central Oregon, the 
LGBTQ+ School Success Initiative is a strong voice working together and on 
behalf of young people who are continually pushed out of our local spaces 
and made to feel they don’t belong in our community. We are beginning to 
see powerful impacts from this collective focus and alignment.

Last fall, our region hosted the first annual Youth Equity and Leadership 
Summit in Central Oregon. Spearheaded by the Central Oregon Latino 
Partnership Program, the Summit dedicated itself to creating a youth-
led space centering the voices and experiences of youth of color, LGBTQ+ 
youth, and others with marginalized identities or experiences. Youth led 
the planning and execution of the Summit and received support from a 
committed group of adults from COCC, OSU Cascades, Heart of Oregon 
Corps, and BT+ELH. Nearly 100 youth from middle school through college 
age participated in the first year’s event at COCC. Sessions focused on 
inspiring each other to emerge and claim their leadership power in their 
schools and communities, and to develop skills and practices for youth to 
lead in all spaces of their lives, including school, community, with peers, 
and in their families. 



PHOTO
Deicy and her mentor, Priscilla Calleros

“The Youth Equity Leadership Summit showed me that 
everyone has setbacks and that in light of those, we are 

pushed to be allies and advocate for one another.”
 

- Deicy Sanchez, Crook County HS Student



NINTH GRADE ATTENDANCE

Better Together + Early Learning Hub monitors ninth-grade attendance in 
tandem with ninth-grade on track as another aspect of engagement during 
the vulnerable transition to high school. Similar to the ninth-grade on track 
measure, we saw little change overall during the last school year. However, 
we are seeing undeniable downward attendance trends for every student 
group in the ninth grade, except among students with disabilities.

OUR STORY
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Overall, there is little change across our region in meeting this critical 
outcome and ensuring that freshmen finish ninth grade on track for 
graduation. While nearly nine out of 10 students were on-track to graduate 
in 2018-2019, fewer than eight out of 10 low-income students and only six 
out of 10 English Language Learners were on-track. We are seeing the gap 
in the on-track rate close for Latinx students (85%). But at the same time, 
just six in 10 Native students were on-track to graduate in that same time 
period, a decline after seeing the on-track rate jump during the 2017-2018 
school year.  

Percentage of Ninth-Graders 
Accumulating 1/4 of the Credits 
Needed to Graduate

Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 80% 85% 85%

Central Oregon Average 81% 87% 87%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 75% 84% 85%

American Indian/AK Native 40% 72% 62%

Multi-Racial 81% 85% 97%

White 84% 88% 88%

Black/African American 75% 95% *

Priority Populations

Low Income 70% 78% 78%

English Language Learners 48% 69% 63%

Students with Disabilities 66% 75% 72%

Underserved Races 68% 82% 81%

Percentage of Ninth-Grade Students 
Who are Regular Attendees (90% or 
More of Scheduled School Days)

Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 83% 79% 79%

Central Oregon Average 79% 75% 74%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 71% 73% 70%

American Indian/AK Native 66% 70% 66%

Multi-Racial 76% 75% 73%

White 80% 76% 75%

Black/African American 88% 67% *

Priority Populations

Low Income 73% 68% 63%

English Language Learners 71% 67% 62%

Students with Disabilities 60% 63% 66%

Underserved Races 72% 72% 69%

Source: Oregon Department of Education Source: Oregon Department of Education
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HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION

A high school credential is an essential credential into 
adulthood, whether a high school diploma or a GED. We 
continue to see strong graduation rates in Central Oregon 
and this is important—something to celebrate!
 
However, one in five students in our region still doesn’t 
graduate on-time, and disparities persist for each of our 
priority populations. Since Better Together’s inception, 
we’ve seen Latinx students make big gains in graduation 
rates, and in 2019, there was only a three-point gap in the 
overall graduation rate!
 
Closing this disparity gap is within reach as schools 
redouble their equity efforts targeting Latinx students. 
Similarly since inception, we’ve seen a 23-point gain in 
graduation rates for Native students, and yet another 
deep gap remains for this demographic with less than 
seven in 10 Native students graduating on time. With the 
exception of students with disabilities, three in four of each 
priority population group graduated on time. 
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Four Year Cohort Graduation Rate Baseline 2017-2018 2018-2019

Statewide Average 72% 79% 80%

Central Oregon Average 68% 82% 81%

Race/Ethnicities

Latinx 58% 75% 78%

American Indian/AK Native 45% 62% 68%

Multi-Racial 54% 74% 82%

White 69% 84% 83%

Black/African American 61% 79% 67%

Priority Populations

Low Income 59% 75% 74%

English Language Learners 43% 56% 74%

Students with Disabilities 51% 69% 69%

Underserved Races 55% 73% 75%

Source: Oregon Department of Education



“By working with both schools and businesses, Youth 
CareerConnect becomes the work experience conduit that helps 
promote our emerging workforce. We can facilitate opportunities 
directly from the businesses to the students, which impacts their 
academic aspirations and future plans.” 
- Larry Holeman, Youth Career Connect Regional Managing Director, EDCO

EDUCATION AND TRAINING BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL

For years, regional high schools have asked students about their plans 
after high school. However, it just simply hasn’t been possible to measure 
or track the actual post-secondary enrollment and completion of students 
reliably. But now, in partnership with the Oregon Department of Education, 
Better Together can access National Student Clearinghouse data about 
high school completers in our region. This data is not perfect, but it is the 
best national source of information about post-secondary enrollment, 
persistence, and completion. We also recognize that the quantitative data 
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EARLY WORK EXPERIENCE

The Youth CareerConnect (YCC) initiative remains one of BT+ELH’s 
longest-standing initiatives, aligning K-12 and higher education, 
youth-serving nonprofits, government, and business and industry to 
increase meaningful internships in Central Oregon for students 16 to 
24 years old. 
 
Employers work closely with local intern coordinators at Economic 
Development for Central Oregon (EDCO) and the Prineville Chamber, 
who coach employers in creating position descriptions and internship 
responsibilities that align with student interests and set students 
up for success. Internship coordinators also act on behalf of and in 
partnership with young people to advocate for them and support 
employers in creating meaningful work experience opportunities 
related to a young person’s long-term career goals. 
 
The system creates a win-win and is a great example of a robust 
public-private partnership that supports young people who are 
otherwise not able to take advantage of these opportunities. This 
work provides compelling pathways for students who wouldn’t have 
otherwise experienced this kind of mentorship from employers in a 
career field toward which they can strive.
 
As this work has matured, BT+ELH has transitioned day-to-day 
leadership and operations to East Cascades Works and EDCO and 
we thank them for taking on this responsibility. BT+ELH remains an 
active partner, ensuring that local school districts, youth-serving 
nonprofits, and higher education partners are engaged, utilizing, 
and helping grow the system.  

Youth CareerConnect 2019-2020 
School Year

Overall (2017-
2020)

Students 296 661

Applications 104 426

Interviews 57 310

Placements 42 (pre-Covid 19) 220
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available from the Clearinghouse will only give us a partial picture to develop collective strategies for 
supporting Central Oregon young people in obtaining a post-secondary degree or certificate. This data also 
won’t tell us much about the pathways and challenges of young people who don’t follow a “traditional” 
pathway to high school completion (i.e. GED earners). 

To meet this challenge and tell a more complete story about post-secondary pathways, BT has cued up 
the Beyond High School initiative. This initiative will take a deep, rigorous dive into the National Student 
Clearinghouse data and will pull together a robust sample of youth from Central Oregon who have exited or 
graduated from our area high schools during the last four to six years.
 
Through interviews and surveys with past students, we hope to learn what resources in schools and in our 
communities are most useful to young people in planning for post-high school education and training goals. 
This information will kick off new opportunities for cross-sector partnerships that will position and support 
young people of diverse backgrounds and with lived experience to pursue post-secondary opportunities 
that prepare them for a meaningful career. As we set out on this journey, BT+ELH is establishing a new 
baseline for the Education and Training Beyond High School outcome as it is known today: 62% of graduates 
from Central Oregon high schools enter a postsecondary institution within one year of graduating from high 
school. 

MEANINGFUL CAREER

Our local higher education partners, Central Oregon Community College (COCC) and OSU Cascades, 
continue to be important drivers of our Beyond High School work. These local higher education institutions 
play critical roles in supporting a culture of postsecondary success by inviting young people to campus 
year-round for events and opportunities that facilitate connections on campus and with staff. During the 
last three years, retention at COCC of first-time, full-time freshmen has held steady at 20%, and there are 
no disparities in retention for both Latinx students (27%) and Native students (30%). One in five students at 
COCC is a student of color, and representation by students of color at COCC has been growing annually. At 
OSU Cascades, enrollment is growing at a rate of nearly 5% annually and completion rates are increasing, 
too. In 2018-2019, 58% of all juniors graduated within four years. OSU Cascades is also reducing barriers 
to obtaining a post-secondary degree: 17% of all OSU Cascade students are students of color, 31% of 
all undergraduate students are first-generation college students, and 34% of first-time freshmen are 
graduates from Central Oregon high schools. 
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