
  Early Childhood Family Education 
  Community Needs Assessment: Year-One Guidance 
 

I. Introduction 
The purpose of this document is to provide information and guidance to ECFE programs in 
order to help programs complete the new community needs assessment requirement. The 
assessment must be completed prior to July 15, 2015, when the ECFE Annual Report is due to 
the department. Programs may choose to follow all or some of the guidance in this document, or 
they may elect to follow a different community needs assessment process. Whatever process 
you choose, it is recommended that you tie your needs assessment to broader initiatives (e.g. 
PreK-3rd Grade work, ECFE 2014-19 Enhancement Areas, community initiatives, etc.).   
 
This guidance and the worksheet contain required and suggested components of a needs 
assessment. Please note that programs only need to complete the required components. 

 
 

What is a Community Needs Assessment (CNA)? 
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services defines a community needs assessment 
as (retrieved from https://www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/assessment/community.cfm): 

A community needs assessment identifies the strengths and resources available in the 
community to meet the needs of children, youth, and families. The assessment focuses on 
the capabilities of the community, including its citizens, agencies, and organizations. It 
provides a framework for developing and identifying services and solutions and building 
communities that support and nurture children and families. 

A community assessment may be limited to a compilation of demographic data from 
census records, results of surveys conducted by others, and informal feedback from 
community partners. Or, assessments may be expanded to include focus group 
discussions, town meetings, interviews with stakeholders, and telephone or mailed 
surveys to partnership members and the community.  

 
Based on this definition, there are two main approaches to consider: 

1. Limited – utilize demographic data from census records, relevant survey data, and 
informal feedback from community partners. 

2. Expanded – include data from more assessments, including ones that you would 
conduct, like focus groups, interviews, surveys, etc. 

New Legislative Requirement 
Due to new legislation passed during the 2013-14 session, Early Childhood Family 
Education programs are now required to conduct a community needs assessment that: 

• identifies new and underserved populations,  
• identifies child and family risk factors, particularly those that impact children's learning 

and development, and  
• assesses family and parenting education needs in the community (Minnesota 

Statutes, section 124D.13, subdivision 2).  
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Why do a Community Needs Assessment? 
Besides meeting ECFE statutory requirements, there are numerous reasons to conduct a 
community needs assessment. Needs assessments can help us:  
• Evaluate our programs to see if we are serving a representative sample of parents and 

families in our community, 
• Understand what issues may be impacting parents and families, 
• Learn what programming and services are most needed and wanted by parents and 

families, 
• Identify and learn about other programs and services for children and families, and 
• Gather data to enable us to track changes over time. 

 

 
 

In sum, when it comes to designing and implementing programming and services, we must 
understand the needs of the families and parents in our community. A thorough, well-
conducted needs assessment can serve as a foundational resource in guiding program 
planning, collaboration and evaluation. In short, it helps guide our action. 

Is this Similar to the ECFE Program Enhancement Process? 
The Early Childhood Family Education Program Enhancement Process Manual was released 
in August, 2001. The program enhancement process is a participatory program evaluation so 
it serves a different purpose than the community needs assessment. Nevertheless, there is 
clear overlap between the two strategies and they should be considered to be a part of the 
same enhancement or improvement process. Both are formative, process-oriented and 
diagnostic, and they should be developed as an ongoing process that is used continuously in 
a program. 

The needs assessment helps us identify and evaluate needs in the community amongst 
people who may benefit from our program or services. The program enhancement process 
helps us review and evaluate our program practices as compared to the Quality Indicators for 
Early Childhood Family Education Programs, with the goal being to enhance program quality.  

 
The community needs assessment and program enhancement process both can be divided 
into three main parts:  
• Planning,  
• Conducting the assessment and  
• Using the results.  

These parts of the community needs assessment are described below. 

  Community needs assessments also: (WestEd, 2008) 
• Provide direction for programs, projects and activities, 
• Allow staff to determine priorities and allocate limited resources to activities that will 

have the greatest impact, 
• Create cohesion through the alignment of goals, strategies, professional development, 

and desired outcomes and 
• Assist with continuous improvement activities by helping staff identify change, which 

instructional and other practices are working, and the strategies associated with the 
greatest success. (p. 3) 
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II. Questions to Consider Before Planning Your Needs Assessment 
Below are some key questions that might help you plan your needs assessment.  

 
1. What do you want to know and why do you want to know it? 

Make a list of the things you want to know. For each item, describe why you want to know 
it. It may also be helpful to ask, “Who will be using the information?” 
Remember, at a minimum, to meet the requirements, your needs assessment will need to: 
• Identify new and underserved populations, 
• Identify child and family risk factors, particularly those that impact children's learning 

and development, and  
• Assess family and parenting education needs in the community. 

2. What will be the scope of your CNA? 
Will it be narrow (limited) or broad (expanded)? A narrow design may focus on the 
requirements set forth by the Legislature. A broader design may address these 
requirements in addition to issues identified by your program or organization. With a 
broader design, the school district may want to be involved so that data generated from 
the needs assessment would be beneficial to more than just the ECFE program. 

3. What is your timeline? 
ECFE programs will have to submit needs assessment data to the department by July 15, 
2015. The data requested will be included in the ECFE Annual Report. With this being 
said, programs should consider short and long-term plans. We consider the community 
needs assessment to be an ongoing, constructive process. You will not necessarily be 
conducting a new needs assessment every year, but rather building off of the one you 
start this year. For example, you may decide to focus more narrowly this year and then 
add new components next year. Or, the direction or focus of your needs assessment may 
change based on the results of your initial needs assessment. 

4. Who is planning the CNA and who is executing it?  
This question is related to the question above regarding the scope of your needs 
assessment. Is one person responsible for planning the needs assessment, or will you 
enlist the help of a group of people to help plan? If there is data or information that would 
be of interest to other groups, you will want to include them in the planning and design. 
Moreover, if you are planning a comprehensive needs assessment, then a formal planning 
team is an essential component. 

5. How are you defining key terms? 
It is essential that you define key terms in your needs assessment, particularly those that 
have multiple meanings. For example, how are you defining the term “community?” Is this 
a city, school district area, neighborhood, group of people, etc.? Other terms that may be 
beneficial to define include: parent, family, needs assessment and targeted services. 

6. Is your CNA part of a larger process? 
While a needs assessment can be very valuable to an ECFE program, it can also be 
valuable to a school district and other organizations that serve children and families in a 
community. 
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III. Making a Plan and Conducting Assessment  

It is important to keep in mind that there is “no single best way to conduct a needs assessment” 
(WestEd, 2008, p. 3). Instead, you should design your needs assessment to best meet the 
goals of your program/organization. Below are some common components and strategies that 
you may want to consider: 

1. Determine Focus of Needs Assessment 
Using the answers you generated to the questions above, decide on the focus of your 
needs assessment. Remember that the purpose of ECFE is to provide parenting 
education to support children's learning and development. This, along with the program 
requirements listed in ECFE statutes, should play a central role when determining the 
focus of your needs assessment. 

 
Of course, there may be other focus areas to consider, depending what you want to the 
needs assessment to accomplish. For example, maybe you are also interested in learning 
more about the professional development needs of staff, or ways to improve your home 
visiting program. Maybe the school district is interested in learning more about family 
involvement and engagement. In the broader context, “school and district organization 
provide contextual information that is important for framing needs. Vision, mission, 
decision-making structures, central office support, and budgetary issues are some 
contextual factors to consider” (WestEd, 2008, p. 4). 

 

 

2. Determine Plan for Using Needs Assessment 
Too often data is collected, and sometimes reported, but not utilized as a part of ongoing 
improvement process. It is recommended that you clearly state the process for not only 
collecting data, but also how it will influence your program planning and services. See 
page 4 of A Community Needs and Resources Assessment Toolkit for Prenatal-Grade 3 
Initiatives for an example. 

 

DETERMINING THE FOCUS OF YOUR NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
Questions to Ask: 

• What do we need/want to know? 
• Why do we need to know it? 
• What do we want to learn about families? 
• What do we want to learn? 
• Are there other needs assessments we should utilize so that we are not duplicating 

efforts (e.g. District Title I, Head Start, Public Health, etc) 
• Will we be creating a community needs assessment team? 
• Do we need organizational/district approval in order to conduct a needs 

assessment? 
  
Possible Strategies: 

• Write objectives regarding what you want to learn from the needs assessment. 
• Select audience(s) with regard to whom you will be collecting information. 
• Determine how and to whom you will be reporting information/results. 
• Consult with Head Start, Public Health, Title I about their community assessments. 
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3. Information Gathering 
Since data is the foundation of your community needs assessment, most of your time will 
be spent on data collection and analysis. The data you seek to collect will depend on your 
needs assessment design, goals, etc. Below are five questions that will help you think of 
different kinds of data that may be helpful. 

 
A. Who participates in our program and uses our services? And, what is their 

experience like? 
You will also want to analyze your class offerings and services you provide, like home 
visiting. Of the parents and families who attended your program, or received your 
services, what were their experiences like? 

 

 
 

DETERMINING YOUR PLAN FOR USING NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
Questions to Ask: 

• What will we do with the data we collect? 
• How will we use the needs assessment to drive planning and decision making? 
• How will our needs assessment next year build off of this year’s needs assessment? 
• How will our needs assessment be tied to other assessments or evaluations (e.g. 

ECFE Program Enhancement Process)  

Possible Strategies: 
• Utilize the Checklist of Essential Needs Assessments Steps checklist (p. 31) from A 

Guide for Comprehensive Needs Assessment (see Resources) 
• Review the ECFE Program Enhancement Process Manual or other program 

evaluations. Determine how to align the community needs assessment. 

PROGRAM PARTICIPATION AND EXPERIENCE 
Questions to Ask: 

• Who attends our program? Who seems to be most engaged in our program? Who 
attends an event or class but does not continue with program? 

• Are we providing targeted services where they are most needed? 
• Are we tailoring our classes and services to meet the needs of parents and families 

in our community? 
• How do parents and families experience our program (e.g. facilities, staff, classes, 

services, etc.)? 
• Who serves on your parent advisory council? On the district PTO/PTA? 
• Who volunteers in your program? In the district? 

 
Possible Strategies: 

• Analyze class offerings and services to determine if they are meeting the needs of 
parents and families in your community. Identify gaps. 

• Interview parents and families who are attending, or who have attended, your 
program. It can be valuable to highlight the strengths of your program. 

• Interview parents and families who have not attended your program. What would 
your program need to do to be able to serve these families? 
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B. Who resides in our community? 
This data is the first step in comparing who resides in your community with who your 
program serves. This data can also help you determine if there are new populations in 
your community. Below are some information that may be helpful to collect (from Green, 
2013): 
• Race/ethnicity of families and children 
• Numbers of children ages 0-5 living in the community 
• Poverty rate for families 
• Child poverty rate 
• Number of single-parent households 
• Number of teenage parents 
• Number of immigrant families 
• Number of mothers in the labor force 
• Mobility rate for families in your community 
• Child health information 
• Child maltreatment rates 

 

 
 

 
C. How are children doing in our community? 

Use data that tells you how children are doing in your community. This may be related to 
health, learning, school readiness, special needs, etc. The best data to use would be 
data you want to impact. Also consider data from older children, as you may be able to 
impact a problem or issue. For example, a district may have data on kindergarten 
attendance rates, finding that children who are frequently absent struggle with reading 
and math. Because of this data, the early childhood programs emphasize the importance 
of attendance, there are educational materials for parents made available, and the city 
engages in a public education campaign. 

COMMUNITY INFORMATION 
Questions to Ask: 

• Are we serving a representative sample of our population? 
• Who has information on parents and families that may be helpful? 

 
Possible Strategies: 

• Compare your Participant Questionnaire data with community demographics. 
• American Community Survey: http://www.census.gov/acs/www/  
• MDE – Data Center: http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Data/index.html   
• Minnesota Compass: http://www.mncompass.org/  
• Consult with other programs/organizations that work with parents and families to see 

if they have conducted community needs assessments, or if they have data that they 
would be willing to share. 

• Contact the local public health agency in your county as they are required to 
complete a Community Needs Assessment (CHA) and Community Health 
Improvement Plan (CHIP) once every five years: visit 
http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/opi/gov/find/ to find contact information for your 
area. 

  
 

6 

 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Data/index.html
http://www.mncompass.org/
http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/opi/gov/find/


One piece of information that you will need to collect is child risk factors. For your needs 
assessment, this may be a combination of risk factors in your community and known risk 
factors (e.g. those established in literature/research). 

 

 
 

D. How are families doing in our community? 

Similar to question three, you will be using data that tells you how families are doing in 
your community. This data may help you determine issues which may be impacting 
families. In turn, it may impact the programming and services you provide to families. For 
example, is there a high rate of families with a member deployed in the military? Family 
risk factors are often present before child risk factors, so this element of the needs 
assessment is vital. 

One piece of information that you will need to collect is family risk factors. For your 
needs assessment, this may be a combination of risk factors in your community and 
known risk factors (e.g. those stated in literature/research). Examples include first birth 
to unmarried mother, sole-parent families, parent under age 20, divorce, family antisocial 
behaviors, social isolation, parenting stress, family violence, low parent education, etc. 
 

CHILDREN IN THE COMMUNITY 
Questions to Ask: 

• Who are the children that struggle in our preschool, kindergarten, etc.? 
• What puts a child “at-risk” in our community? 
• What do parents and families want for their children? 
• How does your organization determine how well children are doing? How do other 

organizations determine how well children are doing? 
 

Possible Strategies: 
• Utilize district-level data (e.g. assessments, surveys, reports, student behavior, etc.). 
• Analyze achievement comparisons for subgroups. 
• Analyze early childhood screening data. 
• Analyze children receiving special services. 
• Utilize data from community partners. 
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E. What services and resources for young children and families exist in your 
community? 

The goal here is to identify all the programs, services and resources for early childhood 
and families in your community. There are numerous benefits to this, such as: 

• Being able to refer families to programs they want or need, or from which they 
would most benefit, 

• Ensures you are planning the services and supports that are most needed by 
families and children, 

• Avoids duplication of services, 
• Identifies the capacity of programs, and where there is demand and need, and 
• Identifies potential partnerships and collaborations, possibly resulting in service 

hubs that could provide more comprehensive services. 

 

 
 

FAMILIES IN THE COMMUNITY 
Questions to Ask: 

• What would help families in their role of educating and parenting? 
• What do parents want to know? What are the most common topics? 
• Where do families go for support and information? 
• What types of support and resources do families want/need? 
• What are the strengths of families in our community? 

Possible Strategies: 
• Analyze topics that families want to learn about in your ECFE program. 
• Analyze factors that may serve as protective factors for children and families in your 

community 
• Analyze factors that may negatively impact children and families in your community 

(e.g. mobility rates, crime rates, teenage pregnancy, drug and alcohol use, etc). 

 

SERVICES IN THE COMMUNITY 
Questions to Ask: 

• Who else in your school district works with families? 
• Who works with children and families in our community? 
• What programs and services do parents and families access? 

 
Possible Strategies: 

• Utilize the Early Childhood Needs and Resources Community Assessment Tool 
from the National League of Cities. 
• http://www.nlc.org/Documents/Find%20City%20Solutions/IYEF/Early%20Childho

od/early-childhood-community-assessment-tool-2006.pdf  
• List community professionals/leaders who work with parents/families. 
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IV. Using Your Community Needs Assessment 

Your data collection this year is a first step in what should be ongoing data collection and 
analysis. Next year, you may decide to revisit and update data you collected this year, or you 
may decide that you need to collect new information.  
 
When planning and conducting your data analysis, keep in mind the purpose of ECFE, the goals 
of your district and why your program is analyzing information.  

1. Review and Analyze 

Simply stated, the purpose of reviewing and analyzing your data is to investigate what 
your data means. For example, what does it say about the community, your participants, 
your program, etc.?  

 

 

2. Make Decisions and Take Action 

At this stage, you are utilizing your analysis to inform decision making. “At a macro level, 
the program’s philosophy and mission are influenced by the CA [community assessment]; 
at the micro level, the program’s day-today operations also are influenced by the CA” 
(Office of Head Start, p. 77). Chapter VIII of Five Steps to Community Assessment is a 
great resource. 

 

REVIEW AND ANALYZE 
Possible Strategies: 

• Prioritize Needs 
o “Once needs assessment data are collected and analyzed, it is important to 

follow through with the results of needs assessments and determine which are 
the most important” (West Ed, p. 13) 

• Root Cause Analysis 
o This is a problem solving method that involves identifying root causes or 

fundamental problems. 
• Identify Trends and Patterns 
• Summarize Findings 

o “A summary of findings is a useful tool for disseminating results and for 
generating action plans. Brief summaries are easy to digest and make for 
excellent talking points when presented in bulleted or numbered form. A one-
page executive summary can be useful for communicating with the media, 
parents, superintendents, school boards, or funding agencies” (WestEd, p. 18). 
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MAKE DECISIONS AND TAKE ACTION 
Possible Strategies: 

• Influence Your Program Philosophy, Mission and Vision 
o Incorporate findings from your community needs assessment 

• Influence Your Programming and Services 
o What do parents and families say they need or want, and how can you meet 

these needs and wants with your programming and services? 
o Are there new or underserved families in your community? What will you do to 

increase access or reach out to these families? 
o Is your population growing? Will you need additional space, staff, etc., in the 

future?  
• Goals and Priorities 

o Based on your needs assessment, what do you need to prioritize?  
• Initiatives, Collaborations, Partnerships 

o Incorporate findings from your needs assessment into your PreK-3rd Grade 
initiative. 

o Based on your needs assessment, is there a need to develop and enhance 
partnerships? 

• Provide Data for the ECFE Program Enhancement Process. 
• School and/or Building Improvement Plans 
• Influence your P-3 Plans and Work 

o Create a P-3 Family Engagement and Transition Plan 
• Conduct a Literature Review 

o You may need to examine the research in order to develop strategies and plans 
that best address needs. 

• Benchmarking 
o “Benchmarking refers to directly examining how similar organizations or groups 

have implemented solutions to handle comparable needs” (WestEd, p. 17). 
• Recommendations 

o See page 83 of the Five Steps to Community Assessment document for 
examples. 

• Create Community Needs Assessment Report 
o Organize your community needs assessment in a logical manner.  
o Use data to support results and recommendations. 
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V. Resources 

Assessing Community Needs and Resources 
The Community Tool Box is a service of the Work Group for Community Health and 
Development at the University of Kansas.  
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/assessing-community-needs-and-resources  
 
CCF/SCF Tools Conducting a Community Assessment 
Administration of Children & Families, Office of Community Support  
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/resource/conducting-a-community-assessment-1  
 
Community Assessment 
Early Childhood Learning & Knowledge Center (ECLKC) 
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/operations/fiscal/grants/assessment  
 
Early Childhood Family Education: Program Enhancement Process Manual 
Minnesota Department of Children, Families & Learning, August 2001. 
 
Five Steps to Community Assessment: A Workbook for Head Start and Early Head Start 
Programs Serving Hispanic and Other Emerging Populations 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, 
Office of Head Start, Washington, D.C. 
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/operations/mgmt-
admin/community/process/FiveStepstoCom.htm  
 
Five-Tiered Approach to Parent Education Chart 
Needs Assessment is Tier 1 
http://npen.org/resources-for-parenting-educators/evaluating-parent-education-programs/five-
tiered-approach-to-parent-education-chart/ 
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