Message from the CEO
Wow! Time flies when you are doing something that you are passionate about! I keep
saying “pinch me”- is this all just a dream? Because that is just what it was five short
years ago when the W.K. Kellogg Foundation approached me about facilitating a process
to plan and design an intentional preschool system aimed at expanding the capacity of
high quality early care and education programs in the vulnerable neighborhoods of
Grand Rapids.
In simple words, Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative (ELNC) was charged with the
task of “getting neighborhood kids ready for kindergarten.” When research showed that
only two out of ten children entering kindergarten in the Grand Rapids Public School
system were ready for kindergarten, we knew something needed to be done. At the
same time, we also had to “get ELNC ready to get kids ready for kindergarten.” So while
we were planning preschools for our children, we were also establishing our organization
and the ELNC preschool system.
How have we done? I will let you be the judge of that. Enjoy reading our very first Report
Card and let us know your thoughts!
Thank you,
Dr. Nkechy Ekere Ezeh,
ELNC CEO

Dr. Nkechy Ekere Ezeh

Message from the Founding Board President
"You can do a lot by yourself but you can do the impossible with a great team."
Wise words that embody the spirit and impact of the Early Learning Neighborhood
Collaborative, five years in. Confronted with the startling reality that fully 80% of children
entering kindergarten from targeted neighborhoods in Grand Rapids were not equipped
to be successful in kindergarten, ELNC was launched. As the founding Board President, I
witnessed this collaborative of parents, families, institutions of trust, funders and early
childhood experts set out to break through long-standing structural issues plaguing these
neighborhoods that contributed to this dire statistic. The ELNC community was
undeterred in their commitment to being the change agents needed to prepare these
children for success in school.
We celebrate, on the five year anniversary of ELNC that over 1,000 children are ready to learn
and excel as they enter kindergarten and we are equally energized with the prospect of
continuing this work for our neighborhood's children and families well into the future!

Thank you,
Dana Boals,
Founding Board President

Dana Boals

OUR VISION
We envision a community where all children, regardless of the
neighborhood in which they live, are able to thrive developmentally
and educationally, allowing them to fully embrace their God-given
potential and become self-sufficient adults.

OUR MISSION
The Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative will create and provide
targeted neighborhood collaborative partners with technical,
developmental and educational support in order to increase the
accessibility of early educational resources for vulnerable children.

OUR CORE VALUES


Outcomes: Driven, results oriented - We must ensure our children
develop and are educated, not by our good works, but by evidence
of their increasing knowledge, skills and abilities.



Cultural Competence: Children develop and grow best in ways that are consistent with the cultural
rhythms and patterns of their families.



Creativity and Innovation: Current efforts leave far too many children in under-resourced neighborhoods
lagging behind in development and education. We must find and use new and different objectives,
strategies, and activities to help our children thrive.



Place-Based: We are committed to the belief that the best environment for the early education of children
is rooted in what is local-the unique history, environment, culture, economy, literature, and art of a
particular place-that is, in a child’s own “place” or immediate schoolyard, neighborhood, town or
community.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Leadership:
William Bennett - President
Otterbase, Inc. - CEO/Founder
Sandra Cole CPA - Treasurer
Edge Accounting - Accountant
Members:
Benjamin Amponsah - Member
Axios, Inc. - Human Resource Analyst
Liliana Garcia - Member
Chemical Bank - AVP/Branch Manager
Jordan Carson – Member
Wood TV 8/WOTV 4 Women - Co-Host
Andrew Vredenburg - Member
Foster Swift Collins & Smith - Attorney/Shareholder
Former Board Members:
Tatum Hawkins
Maribeth Wardrop

Jackie Nickel - Vice-President
Amway - Chief Marketing Officer, Americas
Celeste Sanchez - Secretary
Spectrum Health - Community Health Educator
Dana Boals CPA - Member (Founding President)
Ferguson’s Lawn Equipment, Fireplace and Stove
Center - Owner
Misti Stanton - Member
Mercantile Bank - Diversity & Inclusion Officer
Preston Burrell - Member
Grand Rapids Drive - Account Executive, Business

Nicole Notario-Risk

Eddie Rucker
Wendy Lewis-Jackson

ELNC PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS
Early Learning Neighborhood Collaborative leverages neighborhood based organizations to deliver services
that support successful early education. Through the educational standards and technical support that ELNC
provides, ELNC partners are empowered to deliver high-quality, impactful preschool and parent programs.
Baxter Community Center, established in 1969, seeks to reveal God's love by responding to human needs in
its community through effective programs and partnerships. Baxter's Child Development Center (CDC), is a
dynamic place of growth and learning. The CDC cares for children from infancy to
age twelve, including an ELNC Preschool program, allowing parents to work or
attend school with the knowledge that their sons and daughters are safe. Dedicated
to promoting the healthy development of children--academically, socially,
psychologically, and emotionally-the CDC helps to build foundations of learning that
will equip children for future long-term success.
New Hope Baptist Church, established in 1934, defines itself by tireless and faithful service
to the needs of humanity. Educating, Equipping, and Empowering are the three ministry
imperatives that drive all of the organization's activity. New Hope has recently renovated
space and is planning on housing two early childhood education classrooms in the future.
SECOM Resource Center (formerly South End Community Outreach Ministries), established
in 1993, programs and services have evolved to address poverty in a holistic manner. SECOM's tagline
"Helping today, building hope for tomorrow" describes their approach: helping
today with basic, immediate needs, and building hope for tomorrow through
focusing on health, education, and other root causes of poverty. ELNC Little Steps
Preschool at SECOM, is a free, quality, and licensed preschool for vulnerable 3 and
4 year old children living in Grand Rapids.
Steepletown Neighborhood Services, established in 1993, mission is
"to promote neighbor helping neighbor live with dignity and hope."
Steepletown accomplishes this mission through creative programs and
services, and by managing a neighborhood center that provides space
to other agencies working on the West Side. ELNC Steepletown Preschool, is a free, quality, and licensed
preschool for vulnerable 3 and 4 year old children living in Grand Rapids.
The Hispanic Center of Western Michigan, established in 1978, has offered the services that individuals and
families in the community have needed to help them achieve self-sufficiency. At the basis of their success is a
bilingual and bicultural staff that enables them to provide a culturally competent
and responsive setting for Spanish-speaking clients. ELNC La Escuelita Preschool,
managed by the Hispanic Center, is a free, bilingual, quality, and licensed preschool
for vulnerable 3 and 4 year old children living in Grand Rapids.
The Other Way Ministries, established in 1967, is a Grand Rapids, Michigan, Westside
urban outreach committed to Christian community development. Their strategic focus is
Family Development: Walking alongside families as they set goals and seek growth
through services, programs and leadership development centered around three pivotal
areas: Spiritual, Relational and Economic.
United Methodist Community House, established in 1902, is a place where the community gravitates for its
daily necessities. UMCH collaborates with area agencies to offer a range of family
friendly programs, from childcare to family and senior. UMCH Child Development
Center, employs a research-based curriculum utilizing best practices for early
childhood development and includes an ELNC Preschool program. Children ages 0-5
can enroll at the CDC. The Center offers a qualified and caring staff, nutritious meals,
and an enriching environment for children in this age group to grow and thrive.

PEOPLE WE SERVE
Neighborhoods

Ethnicity of Children

ELNC Zone Northwest (Westown Neighborhood)
Partners: Steepletown Neighborhood Services,
The Other Way Ministries
ELNC Zone West (Roosevelt Park Neighborhood)
Partners: Early Learning Center, Hispanic Center
of Western Michigan
ELNC Zone Central (Madison Area, South East
Community)
Partners: United Methodist Community House,
New Hope Baptist Church
ELNC Zone South (Garfield Park)
Partner: SECOM Resource Center
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ELNC Zone East (South East End, Baxter, Eastown)
Partners: Baxter Community Center, Explore &
Learn Academy (SEAC)

Educational Achievement of Parents
On average, about two-thirds of our parents have not had
educational opportunities past that of High School. ELNC

makes every effort to reinforce with its parents the
importance of education and provide them with the tools,
support and encouragement they need to become the best they
can be. This benefits not only the parents, but also their
children, who are helped by a parent who better understands
their role as their child’s advocate.
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PROGRAMS – In Chronological Order
I Believe I Become - Baby Scholars
Through Believe 2 Become community meetings, local parents requested ways to help their children grow smarter. It
was clear, parents were looking for real opportunities for students to become the people they aspire to be. To address
this need, we partnered with two other local early childhood experts - Strong Beginnings and Arbor Circle - and Baby
Scholars was born! Baby Scholars is an educational model designed to promote school readiness through preschool
education and parent engagement. It includes: 10 weeks of preschool classes that meet twice a week for 2.5 hours,
interactive workshops for children 5 months to 5 years, and home coaching for families with infants and toddlers. This
proven model is based on the research of Dr. Susan Landry, a nationally recognized expert in parenting and early
childhood. Dr. Landry is the founder and director of the Children’s Learning Institute at University of Texas Health
Science Center. Since the launch of the Baby Scholars program, 5,200 children have a stronger foundation for academic
success.

►352 Baby Scholar
graduates
enrolled in ELNC
preschool
programs from
2012 - 2015

ELNC Preschools
In the fall of 2012, ELNC opened its first preschool classrooms. Every year since, additional classrooms have opened.
Over the past four years, our growth has been phenomenal. In total, ELNC has 17 classrooms providing high-quality
early education and care programs. All are intentionally located (in the neighborhoods where the children live) and
culturally competent to best serve our target neighborhoods.
School Year
2012/13

Total Children Served
171

2013/14

273

2014/15
2015/16

276
336

Sites Added
United Methodist Community House, Baxter Community Center
& Living Stones Academy
SECOM Resource Center, La Escuelita at San Juan Diego
(Hispanic Center), Early Learning Center, Steepletown
Neighborhood Services
Explore & Learn Academy
Little Lights at The Other Way Ministries

As a collaborative we set a goal that 75% of children who attend ELNC programs are assessed as ready for kindergarten
upon completion of the program. According to the data, not only have our children met this goal collectively, but they
have exceeded it in each area of development, including Social/Emotional, Gross and Fine Motor Skills, Cognitive,
Literacy, Language and Mathematics. 91% of ELNC Preschool graduates last year had the foundation of learning
necessary to enter Kindergarten! This is a tremendous accomplishment considering that before ELNC was established,
fewer than 20% of children entering Grand Rapids Public Schools were ready for kindergarten. Our results are not
surprising, given that all ELNC preschools have earned a 4 or 5 star rating from the State of Michigan Quality
Preschool Rating Scale.
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Parent Programs
ELNC considers parental involvement and support
to be an essential element of a successful
preschool experience. To better prepare parents
for this role, parent engagement activities are
offered at all preschool sites:
 Parent Engagement events
 Parent Conferences
 Curriculum Night
 Proud Fathers
 Parent Resources Education and Play Program
 Parent Leadership Training Institute
 Piloted Empowering Parents Impacting Children
(EPIC) Model

Teacher Development
A focal area of ELNC is the development of Teachers of
Color. ELNC Teachers are encouraged and
supported to achieve their highest potential
through various opportunities:
 Individual Professional Development Plans
 WOW! Fridays (monthly)
 Teacher Mentorship Program
 Leadership Series

Partner Capacity Building
ELNC has spent considerable time expanding
Partner Agencies’ capacity through technical
assistance.
 Building ELNC Culture
 Working as a Collaborative
 Cultural Competency
 Grass Roots Advocacy Training

Community Awards










Service to Children Award - Dr. Ezeh
LINC Community Spirit Award
Proud Father Facilitator Award from the State of
Michigan
Community Literacy Award for Inclusion
WOOD TV 8 Connecting with Community Award
Visionary Director of the Year award by the West
Michigan Association for the Education of Young Children - K’Sandra Earle
GIANT Award-Hattie Beverly Education Award - Dr. Ezeh
Grand Valley State University Distinguished Alumni Award - Dr. Ezeh
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Non-profit Champion - Dr. Ezeh

The Esqueda Family’s Story
Daniel Esqueda benefitted from two years of preschool at
Early Learning Center (ELC), an Early Learning Neighborhood
Collaborative preschool site. Before enrolling, “Danny didn’t
talk much and his doctor thought there were speech
concerns,” shared his mother, Maria Esqueda. Early Learning
Center had just opened across the street, and Maria was
hoping they could help.
When Daniel entered ELC, his assessment showed that he did
not meet the widely held expectations for preschoolers in any
area of development. He was not alone. Before the fall of
2014, the number of children entering ELNC who did not
meet preschool expectations was staggering: 35% in SocialEmotional development, 76% in Physical development, 43%
in Cognitive development, 38% in Literacy, 47% in Language
development, and 35% in Mathematics.
Daniel’s teachers, having participated in ELNC’s professional
development opportunities in math, literacy, observation and
documentation, had a significant impact on Daniel’s learning.
He began talking more at home and at school. His language
skills increased and his doctor no longer had concerns regarding his speech and language development. By
the end of his second year, Daniel graduated prepared for kindergarten meeting all the widely held
expectations. And he wasn’t the only one. Of children attending ELNC programs, almost all held the widely
held expectations for development: 96% for Social-Emotional development, 100% in Physical development,
93% in Cognitive development, 87% in Literacy, 85% in Language, and 85% in Mathematics.
Gains were not limited solely to Education. The Esqueda family’s social capital also increased because of
ELNC. “In my culture, the women did not go to school. I wanted to go to school but my father said, ‘You’re a
girl. You will stay home with your mother.’” Maria wanted more.
Maria often offered to assist at Early Learning Center. Through her translating, anxious parents enrolling their
children in preschool were put at ease. Her compassion and willingness to help, bridged the communication
gap between staff and families at the center. The ELNC leadership team noticed this impact. This led to the
creation of the Parent-Teacher position, and ELNC staff knew right away who the first Parent-Teacher should
be.
Maria accepted and has been with ELC for over three years. “God put this opportunity in my way.” Said Maria.
“I told my mother and father that I’m working at a school.” They asked, “Are you cleaning? “ I answered, “No,
I’m working with the children. I have demonstrated to my dad that I can! I’m strong. This job helped me to be
strong!”
Maria continues to build her social capital. She is one of ten ELNC teachers completing 120 hours of
professional development training in order to receive the Child Development Associate credential. She also
attends Grand Rapids Community College and is taking English classes. “I love working with children. I want
to be able to help other women and tell them, yes, you can. I did it and you can, too!”
All of this because Maria Esqueda walked across the street to enroll her son into preschool at ELC.

The Power of the Community! 2015 KEY HIGHLIGHTS
“Connecting with Community” Award
ELNC won the 2015 “Connecting with Community” Award from WOOD TV 8! Being acknowledged by the
greater community for our achievements and involvement in our neighborhoods is an honor and something
we are very proud of. For being chosen, ELNC received a yearlong 30 second public service announcement
that will run on all of its stations including WOOD TV8, WOTV 4 and WXSP.

Graduation = Kindergarten Readiness
When the statistic came out in 2010 that 83% of children
entering Grand Rapids Public Schools were not ready for
kindergarten, it was clear that something needed to change.
Dr. Ezeh and ELNC partners took on the challenge to prepare
the children in their neighborhoods and put them on the right
track to becoming successful adults. This past May, all seven
ELNC partners took part in graduation ceremonies celebrating
our students’ achievements. Families came out in droves to
watch their little ones walk across the stage in caps and
gowns and receive their diplomas. For some families, this
was the first graduation ceremony they’d ever attended. In
total for 2014-15, 173 four year olds graduated from ELNC
preschool programs. This is our biggest graduating class to
date!

KaBOOM! Playground
KaBOOM!, a national non-profit, works with community-minded funders,
like the Amway Corporation to bring balanced and active play into the daily
lives of all children, particularly those growing up in poverty in America. On
June 12, 2015, more than 300 volunteers from Amway, Chemical Bank,
ELNC and the community volunteered to help build a state-of-the-art
playground in six hours.

EPIC Roll Out
Parents who are struggling to meet their basic
needs and have little social capital may have limited
capacity and resources to act as a positive change
agent for their children. Empowering Parents
Impacting Children (EPIC) is a model developed to
provide support, through the services of a Family
Coach, to families as they identify and address
barriers preventing them from meeting their basic
needs. The Family Coach also assists in the development of a Family Centered Social Capital building plan
aimed at reducing barriers that impact a child’s school attendance and threaten the family’s ability to
successfully complete their goals. ELNC has eight Family Coaches, with one located at each of our partner
sites. The Family Coaches serve all of the parents of children currently enrolled in Early Childhood Education
programs. Through the Basic Needs Assessment and Social Capital Inventory, the Family Coaches are able to
determine where and how to meet parents in their situations as well as which resources to provide.

Lieutenant Governor of Michigan Visits ELNC
On September 14, Lieutenant Governor Brian Calley took time out of his busy schedule in Lansing to visit the
Early Learning Center Preschool on Grand Rapids’ southwest side. During his visit, Lt. Gov. Calley officially
dedicated the new playground, talked to parents and, most importantly, spent time reading and playing with
our preschoolers. As he left, he wished all of our preschoolers a Happy New School Year.

Infant / Toddler Program Grand Opening
“Little Lights” at The Other Way Ministries, ELNC’s first Infant
Toddler program, opened its doors to families in the Westown
neighborhood of Grand Rapids on October
12, 2015. Little Lights opened their doors on
the first day with a full roster and waiting list
of interested families. The program
operates year round, providing full day child
care for infants, toddlers and two year olds
in two classrooms, the caterpillar room and
the butterfly room. The program has an
overall maximum capacity of sixteen children, eight children in each room.
Participating families must meet eligibility requirements to enroll in the grant-funded
Little Lights program. Eligibility is determined based on child and family need, as well
as residential location. In addition to child care services, families also receive support
from an EPIC (Empowering Parents Impacting Children) Family Coach.

FINANCIAL OVERVIEW
Summary of Income and Expenses
ELNC Internal Funds Growth
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Over the past four years, ELNC has made great strides
diversifying our funding base to include Public and
Private Foundations, Businesses and Corporations,
Family, Friends and Community as well as funds from
the State and Federal government. In the beginning
(2011), 100% of ELNC funding was provided by the
W.K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF). Since then, we
have put much effort into our sustainability.
Budget
ELNC Internal
W.K. Kellogg
2012
26%
74%
2013
30%
70%
2014
50%
50%
2015
51%
49%
ELNC has reached out to many institutions and
foundations to partner with us in our mission.
Significant funders now include: Kent
Intermediate School District, Kent County, Great
Start Readiness Program, Doug and Maria DeVos
Foundation, Steelcase Foundation, Frey
Foundation, Keller Foundation, Sebastian
Foundation, Tomberg Family Philanthropies,
Cascade Engineering, Chemical Bank Foundation
and Grand Rapids Community Foundation. We
also appreciate the many individuals, small
community businesses and churches who value
what we do and have joined in our passion for
helping vulnerable children and their families
reach their full potential.

►►ELNC Staff Members and the Board of Directors don’t just talk the talk, they also walk the walk. Over the
years, the board and staff have given very generously of their own time and money. Their contributions are
reflected in the corporate and individuals total. This is a powerful statement of the level of dedication and
commitment to ELNC’s mission.

Message from the Current Board President
In 2010, when the W. K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF) and Dr. Nkechy Ekere Ezeh
crossed paths they discovered that they shared a common core belief - every child
deserves a fair chance at success in school and life. Fortunately for the vulnerable
children in Grand Rapids, WKKF recognized Dr. Ezeh as an emerging local leader
who had a hard time accepting “No” as an answer and they made a strategic
decision to invest in the fledgling, but innovative Early Learning Neighborhood
Collaborative (ELNC).
In this Report Card you’ll see just a snapshot of some of ELNC’s exceptional
achievements. We can’t possibly capture them all, so we selected what we
consider to be a showcase of accomplishments that are uniquely ELNC.

William Bennett

What lies ahead? Building on our momentum to reach even more children! ELNC
has enjoyed incredible success since it began in 2010, but until all children in our neighborhoods enter
kindergarten “ready to learn” there is still more to be done. As we enter our next phase, we will take what we
do well and expand on it by making quality early learning opportunities accessible to vulnerable children at
even younger ages. This will ensure our children are ready for kindergarten, and well-prepared for a lifetime
of learning and future success!
All of our early childhood education programs will utilize our “Empowering Parents Impacting Children” (EPIC)
Model, a duo generation approach focused on increasing capacity of parents to act as change agents for their
children. This will help prepare parents for the important role they play in supporting their child’s success.
Finally, ELNC understands that families have unique needs and for some center-based care does not fit well
with their lifestyle. That is why we will invite home-based providers to join our ELNC Family, Friends &
Neighbors (FFN) Provider Network. As members of FFN, they will have access to technical assistance,
professional development and resources that will support them to take their early education services to the
next level.
In closing, on behalf of the ELNC Board of Directors, I want to thank the ELNC Partners, Leadership Team, Staff
and donors for their willingness to navigate uncharted waters so that vulnerable families can have access to
high quality early learning. I can hardly wait for the sequel to this story to be told.
Thank you,
William Bennett, ELNC Board President

ELNC would like to officially thank
 W. K. Kellogg Foundation and the
 Doug & Maria DeVos Foundation
for providing the seed money that started
this endeavor. Throughout this journey,
other foundations have joined and
supported our mission. We extend our
thanks to them as well. They include:
 Amway ONE by ONE
 Cascade Engineering-Institute for
Systemic Change
 Chemical Bank Foundation
 Frey Foundation
 Grand Rapids Community Foundation
 Keller Foundation
 Sebastian Foundation
 Steelcase Foundation
 Tomberg Family Philanthropies
Please consider joining ELNC and these foundation in preparing our children for a future of success! Frederick
Douglas said it best,

“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.”

Baxter Community Center
935 Baxter St SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49506
Starr | starr@baxtercommunitycenter.org
616-456-8593

Little Steps (SECOM)
1545 Buchanan Ave SW, Grand Rapids, MI 49507
Amy | programs@secomministries.org
616-452-7684

ELNC Early Learning Center
641 Vries St SW, Grand Rapids, MI 49503
Heidi | heidi@elncgr.org
616-323-3199

Steepletown Preschool
671 Davis Ave NW, Grand Rapids, MI 49504
Kate | kate@steepletown.org
616-965-5825

Explore & Learn Academy (SEAC)
1250 Sigsbee St SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49506
Cassandra | cassandra@elncgr.org
616-819-1406

United Methodist Community House
904 Sheldon Ave SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49507
Tamara | tamara@umchousegr.org
616-452-3226

La Escuelita
1650 Godfrey Ave SW, Wyoming, MI 49509
Deisy | dmadrigal@hispanic-center.org
616-742-0200

Little Lights - The Other Way Ministries
839 Sibley St NW, Grand Rapids, MI 49504
Rachelle | rachelle.littlelights@theotherway.org
616-454-4011
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Parent Graduation from
PREP Program

ELNC Staff Picture –
Christmas 2015

