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About the Opportunity Gap Initiative  

The Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation (DSACF) believes that communities are stronger, more 
resilient, and better positioned for the future when all community members have opportunities to develop 
and share their talents. In Fall of 2015, DSACF launched the Opportunity Gap Initiative1 to help create the 
conditions for these opportunities to multiply. The initiative is working toward a vision of a community 
that embraces diversity and inclusivity, where all children have abundant opportunities and feel 
respected, safe, and secure. By narrowing the gap caused by poverty, racism, class segregation, and 
resource inequity, DSACF hopes that the Duluth and Superior community will become stronger and more 
resilient.  
 
DSACF addresses gaps in opportunity through a three-pronged strategy:  

 broad community engagement 
 public education & support 
 grantmaking 

 
For the Opportunity Gap Initiative, DSACF committed $1.5 million to nine nonprofit groups and one public 
agency, the Duluth Public Schools. The grant was provided by the Margaret A. Cargill Philanthropies and 
from Community Foundation resources. The funding seeks to embrace and empower our kids and their 
families through innovative and collaborative projects. 
 
This report focuses on the grantmaking aspect of the Opportunity Gap Initiative, which is guided by a set of 

program principles. These principles were formed through a series of listening sessions throughout Duluth 

and Superior with parents, teens, and service providers who deal directly with issues that the opportunity 

gap presents locally. Program principles include:  

 Wrap-around support 

 Holistic  

 Collaborative; shared decision-making with participants (program design, delivery, evaluation) 

 Builds long-term relationships with families 

 Empowering 

 Built on research 

 Innovative and fresh 

 Solutions are systemic 

 Context matters (child within family, family within community)  

These principles guide each of three grant program areas:  

 Parenting and caregiving: we recognize the enormous impact of parents and caregivers on children 

and seek to work together, including to break generational cycles of poverty 

 Education: we want to ensure that education, especially in early childhood, remains a path to 

advancement that is available to all 

 Community: we build bridges and ladders that encourage advancement by building community 

 Background 

Within our community, more than 3,000 children in Duluth and 1,000 children in Superior live in poverty. 
These children and their families face barriers that include: transportation, housing, healthcare, out-of-

                                                           
1 The opportunity gap is the difference in opportunity available to two different culturally, racially, or financially distinct groups. 
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school programming, childcare, job training, and more. 
 
This report focuses on the grantmaking aspect of DSACF’s strategy2 – it summarizes the outcomes grantees 
have noticed and documented during the grant cycle. Grantees work to address the opportunity gap from 
different angles, with a shared goal to increase opportunities for the more than 4,300 children and their 
families who live in poverty in Duluth and Superior. Community change work is slow and focuses on long-
term outcomes. Grantees reported results that indicate they have made progress towards these long-term 
outcomes.  
 

Methodology  
DSACF partnered with The Improve Group to design the evaluation, collect data, analyze and report results. 

Data was collected through interviews with program staff, focus groups, and surveys with grantee 

organizations’ partners, staff, and board members. Grantees provided additional data through their final 

project reports to DSACF.  

A full methodology, along with the tools used in data collection are attached in appendices in hopes that 

others may use and improve these tools to conduct their own evaluations.  

The ten Opportunity Gap Initiative grantees are: 
CHUM: provide therapeutic early childhood and parenting programs for families at Duluth’s Steve O’Neil 
Apartments.  

Community Action Duluth: arrange transportation so children and families can take advantage of after-
school and other programs that they otherwise might miss. 

Lincoln Park Middle School: facilitate parent-teacher home visits. 

Family Forum, Inc: offer coaching and training for parents of children who attend Head Start early 
childhood education in Superior. 

Heart for the People First Witness Child Advocacy Resource Center, Center Against Sexual and Domestic 
Abuse: provide community advocates and navigators for families of children living in poverty and involved 
with Child Protective Services.  

Men as Peacemakers: bring violence prevention and leadership programs to create equity for teenage 
girls and pre-teen boys. 

Duluth Community Schools Collaborative: expand the full-service community school program that 
provides activities and support for children and families for Myers-Wilkins Elementary School, Lincoln 
Park Middle School and Denfeld High School. 

Opportunity Youth of Duluth (SOAR Career Services, Duluth Workforce Development, and Life house, 
Inc.): provide education and employment options through a partnership focused on homeless youth age 15 
to 21 who are not in school and not working. 

Superior African Heritage Community: operate programming and meetings focused on cultural heritage 
for African-American families in Superior. 

Mentor Duluth/Mentor Superior: expand mentoring and strengthen the quality of mentoring for children 
ages 5 to 17. 

                                                           
2 The grants total $1.5 million over 2 years 
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Findings  
The Theory of Change3 for the Opportunity Gap Initiative is grounded in the context of why the opportunity 

gap exists, the importance of working together, and developing tools to create change. Changes are tracked 

by looking at impacts with individuals, relationships, systems, and communities. The outcomes related to 

our Theory of Change and the work this initiative has accomplished are described in the sections that 

follow. 

Progress toward closing the opportunity gap  

The ultimate goal of our grantmaking is to close the opportunity gap to increase 

opportunities for families experiencing poverty. Although closing the opportunity gap 

entirely is a goal that will extend beyond the length of this two-year grant program, grantees 

have already seen positive impacts for many families and youth experiencing poverty. These 

successes represent the Duluth-Superior area’s progress toward closing the opportunity gap.  

Programs for children give youth bright futures.  

The Opportunity Gap Initiative’s grantees offered programs to help build success for youth and families.  

Grantee programs for youth include:  

 Early childhood education, which has been shown to increase children’s lifelong success by 

teaching cognitive and social skills 

 Encouraging youth confidence, leadership, and self-advocacy skills both among their peers and with 

adults 

 Financial management lessons such as creating and sticking to a budget 

 Job skills, including how to find jobs, interview for them, and maintain employment 

One youth-focused grantee, shared several stories illustrating the ways in which youth grow through their 

programs. For example, the program helped two girls of color join a class which taught job skills in a male-

dominated field. These students experienced racial discrimination in the class, but with advice from staff, 

they initiated productive conversations about the way they were being treated and finished the course 

successfully and feeling more confident in themselves.  

Grantees give adults in the community the tools they need to 
provide for themselves and their children.  

Caregivers in the community described being particularly affected by the 

skills they learned around independent living and parenting. Parents in one 

focus group described how working with grantees gave them the skills they 

needed to stay housed and in healthy relationships by teaching them 

financial management and independent living, which in turn helped them 

support their children.  

Grantees also helped participants develop the important tool of emotional 

stability. Participants in one grantee’s programs described how gaining 

greater emotional understanding and stability for themselves helped them 

                                                           
3 A Theory of Change describes a desired change and the pathways and conditions needed to get there.  

I’ve grown, I am not the same 
person I was four years ago. 
Being in this building has 
helped me and my children 
grow in ways that I didn’t 
think could happen when I 
was homeless. I’m in a 
position now where I can 
stepstool out of this situation 

- Program Participant  

 “ 

 “
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to understand their children’s emotions and become more effective at navigating them to provide 

appropriate support.  

Organizations connected their clients with important resources, from meeting basic needs to a range of 

wrap-around services.  As an example, Duluth Community School Collaborative connects over 190 clients 

per year with resources such as clothing, food, and healthcare. They also provide a range of holistic 

supports that include resources on healthy living, transportation access, and restorative practices that all 

aim to provide a range of services that go beyond meeting basic needs and focus on long-term, positive 
change.  

Grantee programs work toward systems change to address longer-term issues affecting 
their clients.   

Broader systemic changes are needed to truly close the opportunity gap and provide equal opportunity and 

success to all residents in Duluth and Superior. Grantees work toward changes such as improving school 

systems and increasing access to support services. Opportunity Youth of Duluth’s programming offers an 

example of successful systems change. Their collaborative approach to youth employment helped provide 

new paths to employment as well as teaching participants how to navigate existing employment systems. 

Similarly, CHUM developed multiple partnerships with universities and nonprofit organizations to build 

new systems of resource availability. 

Systems change takes time and is dependent on building relationships/partnerships across areas that have 

historically not worked together before. Opportunity Gap Imitative grantees have started to build those 

bridges and overtime, the hope is that larger systems change will occur. 

The Duluth-Superior community has more awareness of the opportunity gap.  

Community awareness of the opportunity gap has increased both through DSACF’s campaigns to spread 

understanding of the issue and through the work of grantees. DSACF’s work on campaigns that used PSAs 

and commercials was described as especially effective. Participants in focus groups shared that they felt 

that the community was becoming more supportive of people experiencing hard times. Broader awareness 

of the gap encourages residents of the Duluth-Superior area to work toward solutions and to support 

families experiencing hardship. 

The successes so far combine to narrow the gap.   

Inequities are socially created, and when they exist they reduce the quality of life for everyone in the 

community.  As such, community engagement from all levels and sectors is required to make a difference. 

By bridging social capital and connecting people, we can deepen empathy within the community and 

increase how much residents value narrowing the opportunity gap. The Opportunity Gap Initiative has 

resulted in strong relationships between grantees and their program participants, between caregivers and 

children, and between program participants. As these relationships connect people, greater value is placed 

on community efforts to close the gap, providing youth and adults the tools they need to be successful.   

 

Factors impacting this work  
During the two-year span of the Opportunity Gap Initiative, DSCAF also hoped to learn which 

program models and components contributed most effectively to narrowing the opportunity gap, as 
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well as any factors which hindered this work. These findings will inform the future direction of 

work to close the opportunity gap.  

The broad and systemic nature of the opportunity gap makes it difficult to see progress 
toward closing the gap in the short-term.  

The opportunity gap is constructed by systemic racism, poverty, and segregation. The long-term and 

institutional nature of these issues means that addressing them will be a much broader process than can be 

addressed through the relatively short-term nature of the Opportunity Gap Initiative. Grantees suggest that 

greater community inclusion in the work over a greater span of time would lead to greater progress in 

narrowing the opportunity gap.  

Collaboration and partnerships between grantees is a 
contributing factor to closing the gap. 

Grantees often named partnerships and collaborations as essential to 
supporting their work to close the opportunity gap. These relationships 

help grantees better provide services for their clients and provide them 

with greater opportunity. Grantees suggested that their work could be 

more impactful with more intentional collaboration, as many organizations 

did not have the time or resources to collaborate as fully as they would 

have liked during this grant cycle.  

Grantees see their program activities as being key methods of 
closing the opportunity gap.  

When asked what activities were most effective in increasing opportunity 

for families experiencing poverty, grantees all described aspects of their 

programs as being essential to the overall goal of closing the gap. Grantee 

programs represent a variety of services in the Duluth Superior area and meet a range of needs for families 

experiencing poverty. On the whole, and outside of basic needs, focus group participants specifically 

pointed out services that provided assistance in navigating social service systems, parenting support, and 

building community as particularly valuable.   

Enacting DSACF’s principles is a key factor in success.  

Grantees emphasized the importance of DSACF’s principles in making their work effective. They described 

holistic, wrap-around services which are responsive to the needs of participants as especially important in 

ensuring that client needs are fully met. Grantees and participants both agreed that trusting relationships 

were one of the most essential parts of an effective program, especially since a lack of trust can be a large 

barrier to accessing services. Participants also emphasized the importance of feeling like grantees believe 

that they can succeed. These principles come together to support grantee programs, making them more 

effective at providing support and opportunities to families experiencing poverty.   

Changes in individual community members  

The Opportunity Gap Initiative aims to spark and support changes in individual community 

members through access to resources, knowledge, skills, and positive social, education, and 

I think one of the strengths is 
how diverse the different 
projects are. I think it’s a 
combination of skill building, 
the access to resources, the 
transportation program, and 
the success we’ve been 
hearing for increased income 
and promotions, greater job 
stability, and just being able 
to participate in their kids' 
lives at a deeper level. 

- Grantee staff  

 “ 

 “
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employment outcomes. Individuals gained new skills, access to necessary resources, and improved 

relationships with family members through the work of our grantees.  

Grantees shared several results from the second year of the Opportunity Gap Initiative:  

 85% of eligible families attend CHUM’s early childhood programming, gaining access to life-long 

benefits. 

 Community Action Duluth has helped 44 participants gain driver’s licenses and connected 19 

participants with donated vehicles, giving them greater ability to take advantage of community 

events and employment opportunities.  

 77 students at Lincoln Park Middle School have been given the opportunity to build deeper 

connections with teachers through home visits, allowing them to feel more supported at school.  

 57 caregivers at Family Forum have participated in group parenting classes which teach skills to 

improve parent-child relationships.  

 Heart for the People has offered 80 families resources to help them stay together.  

 Opportunity Youth of Duluth has helped 84 youth secure employment and learn lasting job skills. 

 Superior African Heritage Community engages 20 to 30 youth in after school events that provide 

opportunities to learn more about their heritage.  

 74% of youth in Duluth Community School Collaborative’s afterschool programming agree that 

their participation has helped them learn how to get along better with others. 

 91% of participants in Men as Peacemakers’ Boys Restorative Program report an increase in their 

decision-making skills because of the program.  

 221 youth have gained positive relationships with adults through Mentor Duluth Mentor Superior, 

helping them feel safe and supported. 

Individuals develop skills and knowledge for increased self-efficacy. 

Through working with grantee organizations, individual community members developed new skills and 

learned to navigate systems. Participants in focus groups described being able to budget and solve 

problems in their living situations because of working with grantees. They also learned skills for job 

hunting, maintaining employment, and taking leadership roles. These leadership skills helped them gain 

confidence and advocate for themselves. These self-confidence and leadership skills are especially 

important for youth, helping them find greater success in school and future careers.  

 

Youth involved in Men as Peacemakers programming, especially, were able to benefit from leadership and 

self-advocacy skills. Before programming, 47% of youth in the Girls Restorative Program did not see 

themselves as leaders; now 100% agree they are leaders and can make a difference in their communities. 

The organization’s staff shared stories about youth in their groups learning to speak up for themselves, 

especially when they faced challenges. Youth also learned to navigate issues of inequity both in and outside 

of school settings, including when talking to figures of authority. Organization staff report that at schools 

where youth participate in their programming, rates of behavioral or disciplinary issues have significantly 

decreased.  

 

Similarly, Opportunity Youth of Duluth has created a partnership network focused on creating employment 

opportunities for youth. The program has enrolled 42 youth and a partner organization, Life House, is in 

the stages of building a youth run business. Program staff have observed that with the new processes 

coordinated through their partner network, youth are more likely to stay engaged in their journey of 

finding a career path.  
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Community members gain access to new resources.  

Grantee organizations share information about resources or opportunities and connect participants to 

other organizations and agencies that can give them aid. These resources and aid include food support, 

legal resources, healthcare, housing, employment, and other financial supports. Organizations also help 

their program participants learn to better navigate systems, including the legal and benefits systems. This 

gives community members the ability to access more resources and to continue finding the supports they 

need to help themselves and their children feel respected, safe, and secure.  

 

With the Opportunity Initiative Grant, Lincoln Park middle school has been able to offer four times more 

parent/teach home visits. These visits bring teachers to a family home to talk specifically about what 

positive things are happening and next steps for advancement. According to participating teachers, the 

visits have given them a more complete view of their students’ lives, both the good and the bad, and 

changed the way they approach individual students to better meet their needs.  

 

Community members may struggle to access resources due to lack of transportation, work schedules that 

conflict with the hours organizations are open, and difficulty finding childcare while attending meetings 

with organizations. Grantee organizations were often able to assist program participants in tackling these 

barriers by providing transportation, coordinating appointments, providing childcare, and other means.  

 

Shortages of resources was also a challenge in this area. Grantee staff described how limited funding for 

community organizations was a barrier for community members trying to access support or resources. For 

some needs, such as affordable housing or mental health care, there is simply a limited supply of time and 

resources in the community. Similarly, social workers are often overburdened with heavy caseloads, and 

are unable to give as much time to individual community members as they need.  

Children will likely see life-long benefits from 
participating in grantees’ early childhood education 
programs. 

A few programs, specifically CHUM and Family Forum, provide 

quality early childhood education for both children and their 

parents, with parents receiving practical parent education. Studies 

have shown that investing in early childhood is a solution that 

creates upward mobility. Instead of costly and marginally 

successful programs later in life, quality early childhood education 

helps prevent the achievement gap by building the cognitive and 

social skills necessary for school readiness.  

The most famous of the research showing the value of early 

childhood education is the HighScope Perry Preschool study. From 1962–1967, at ages 3 and 4, the subjects 

(123) were randomly divided into a program group that entered a high-quality preschool program based 

on HighScope's participatory learning approach, and a comparison group who received no preschool 
program. Published in Lifetime Effects, the study's most recent phase — the HighScope Perry Preschool 

Study Through Age 40 [2005]) — interviewed 97% of the study participants still living at the age of 40. 

Additional data was gathered from the subjects' school, social services, and arrest records. The study found 

that adults at age 40 who underwent the preschool program had higher earnings, committed fewer crimes; 
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were more likely to hold a job, and were more likely to have graduated from high school than adults who 

did not have a preschool education.4 

Community members learn greater emotional stability.  

Through working with grantees, individuals develop deeper emotional intelligence and regulation. This 

benefits children as their parents and caregivers are able to better understand and meet their children’s 

emotional needs. Participants in focus groups described youth feeling greater security and safety through 

grantee organizations’ programs.  

Programs also encourage youth to freely express their emotions. Staff 

from Men As Peacemakers pointed to one of their greatest successes: 

teaching boys that it’s okay to cry and share negative feelings with the 

people in their lives. After the Boys Restorative Program, 83% of 

participants agree that showing emotions won’t make them weak and 

say that they notice when people act or speak in harmful ways.  The 

emotional management and awareness skills taught by Men As 

Peacemakers helps program participants form healthy relationships as 

well as experience fewer disruptive emotions. Since the start of 

programming, schools with active groups have seen a 16% drop in 

behavior incidents and a 63% drop in out of school suspensions.  

As part of their work to support youth, 362 Mentor Duluth/Mentor 

Superior mentors have received extensive training in adverse 

childhood experiences, anxiety, trauma, and other mental health 

factors which can impact youth’s emotional stability. This gives them 

greater ability to help students who are struggling. Strong relationships 

between youth and their mentors also give program participants a 

stable, trusting relationship, which can help them navigate a variety of 

issues.  

Duluth Community School Collaborative also focuses on helping youth develop and strengthen their social 

and emotional skills and stability through staff training in responsive classroom strategies and weekly 
lessons focused on social emotional topics. In surveys, 72% of youth agreed that after school programming 

helped them understand and express their feelings and 74% felt their relationships had improved. 

 

Changes in relationships 
This next section describes relationship-focused outcomes. The Opportunity Gap Initiative works to 

develop the skills of community members, such as self-efficacy and emotional intelligence, to help 

them meet employment and education goals.  These skills can also increase community members’ 

ability to build and maintain strong, healthy relationships, leading to strengthened relationships 

amongst peers, and between caregivers and their children.  

                                                           
4 Schweinhart, L. J., Montie, J., Xiang, Z., Barnett, W. S., Belfield, C. R., & Nores, M. (2005). Lifetime effects: The HighScope Perry 

Preschool study through age 40. (Monographs of the HighScope Educational Research Foundation, 14). Ypsilanti, MI: HighScope Press. 
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Family members form closer bonds with each other.  

Several grantee organizations work with parents and caregivers to improve relationships with their 

children and other family members. Individuals say that the skills they learn from working with grantees 

help them be better parents and have more emotional stability. With grantee support, some parents in the 

community are even able to make significant changes in their lives, such as gaining confidence in parenting 

skills and focusing on family reunification.   

At focus groups, participants described the work to build parenting skills as a primary aspect of the grantee 

programs. Family Forum, for example, teaches classes on Conscious Discipline to help parents better 

understand and communicate with their children, especially during conflict. Caregivers develop greater 

patience with their children and seek to understand the reason behind their children’s behavior after 

participating in parenting classes. Parents and caregivers said that they were able to have much healthier 

relationships with their children as a result of this intervention.  

Individuals participating in programs build community with 
and support each other. 

Community members described how working with grantees helped 

them connect with each other, promoting feelings of community and 

solidarity. Program participants can act as resources for each other and 

provide emotional and material support. Several focus group 

participants described the connections they build with other families 

who share their experiences as one of the most meaningful things they 

gained from working with grantee organizations. CHUM’s parenting 

classes and social groups, for example, build strong feelings of 

community among attendees and have helped participants gain and 

maintain stability in their lives. Parents in this supportive housing 

environment described how their close ties to other residents help them 

find childcare, and in some cases, stay sober and end harmful relationships.   

 

Participants in Family Forum’s programming also build strong ties with each other. Program staff describe 

how members of parenting classes save seats for each other and plan social events with each other outside 

of group. Focus group participants say that these connections help them access resources and continue to 

develop their parenting skills even outside of classes.  

We've learned ‘it takes a 
village’ and we've learned 
how to live like that. When 
the new people come in, it 
takes a little while, we 
integrate and we get to know 
them. And we might bump 
heads, but eventually, we're 
all tight with everybody again. 

- Program Participant 

 “ 

 “

[Conscious discipline] is definitely increasing my confidence as a mom because 
it's definitely ... It's like you know, I disciplined just based on what I wanted to 
do and what I knew growing up. But having another way to look at things to 
calm your child down or point them in a direction, it’s amazing. Amazing. 

- Program Participant 

 “ 

 “
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Grantee organizations create trusting relationships with the families they serve.  

In focus groups, participants shared that the relationships they had with 

grantee staff were some of the most important things about working with 

these organizations. These relationships help community members feel 

safer and more supported. Focus group participants with children said that 

they trust organization staff to look out for their kids as well as themselves. 

They described their children as having positive, trusting relationships with 

grantee program staff. Duluth Community School Collaborative’s work 

supports this finding: 93% of youth in after school programming agreed 

that program staff care about and respect them. Similarly, focus groups 

with Lincoln Park Middle School staff/parents and Superior African-

American Heritage Community participants all highlighted new 

relationships and understanding as a primary impact of their programs.  

Grantee staff described their work to build relationships with program participants as essential to 

successful programming. In interviews, staff described that program participants often face many barriers 

to accessing their services or attending grantee programming. Community members often have many other 

demands on their time or believe that organizations offering help are not acting in their best interests. By 

building meaningful personal relationships with participants, grantee staff can help encourage participants 

to engage with organizations. These relationships also give grantee staff a better picture of the barriers 

community members face, allowing grantees to help participants navigate and overcome these barriers. 

Some grantees use trauma-informed care to build these relationships. For example, CHUM has a focus on 

minimizing trauma and violence and helping families recover from traumatic experiences. By providing 

trainings on trauma-informed care to staff, CHUM helps its program staff better understand how to interact 

and build relationships with families.   

 

Changes in systems 
This section describes outcomes related to systems change. The Opportunity Gap Initiative hopes 

that through their work, organizations will share information and build partnerships that will lead 

to better programs and services. 

Programs that are responsive to needs and goals of participants are essential to addressing 
the opportunity gap.  

Grantee staff describe responsive programming as a necessary part of their work. Because the opportunity 

gap is a complex problem, it requires solutions that are flexible and responsive to the needs of the 

community. Organizations closely involve families in making decisions. Grantees take a holistic approach to 

helping families address problems. Multiple grantee organizations changed their program offerings 

significantly based on the needs and desires of individuals they serve. This represents a successful system 

change for community organizations. 

Grantee organizations partner with other community agencies to better meet the needs of 
program participants.  

Organizations work together on a variety of subjects, but especially to provide resources. Grantees formed 

collaboratives and coordinated services with other agencies to reduce barriers to access for program 

participants. When grantees work with other organizations, this also spreads awareness of the opportunity 

No one believes what you say. 
And having that one person 
on your side that believes 
everything that you're telling 
them and has your back 
regardless of what is going on 
is a big confidence boost, that 
in itself helps. 

- Program Participant 

 “ 

 “
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gap. Some grantees host trainings on the opportunity gap and related subjects for their own and partner 

staff to augment this knowledge.  

Grantees have seen positive changes in their organizational 
capacity.  

Initiative funding has helped grantees improve and expand their activities. 

By training staff about the opportunity gap and the needs of community 

members, they expand their ability to help. Additionally, several grantees 

expanded their programs because of the Opportunity Gap Initiative. Heart for 

the People’s staff said that their program would not have existed without the 

support of the Opportunity Gap Initiative. Despite these increases in 

organizational capacity, it will take more time for grantee organizations to 

fully develop the ability to solve complex problems like the opportunity gap. 

With continued time, funding, and effort, organizations in Duluth and 

Superior can further expand their organizational capacity.  

 

Changes in communities and community norms 
This next section describes the outcomes related to communities and community norms. One of the 

expectations underpinning the Opportunity Gap Initiative is that this work will lead to increased 

awareness in the community of the opportunity gap and barriers families experience, and that 

there will be increased empathy and evolved mindsets across social divides. 

Participants noted that negative perceptions of people experiencing poverty in the 
community was a barrier.  

In focus groups with program participants, community members shared that there is often significant 

stigma attached to poverty. Beliefs that people should be able to pull themselves out of poverty without 

help, as well as ideas that people experience poverty entirely because of bad decisions they have made, 

hinder closing the opportunity gap. Some focus group participants noted that in the Duluth-Superior area, 

there is stigma against people who live in Superior because the city is seen as poor and under-resourced 

compared to Duluth. Additionally, focus group participants said that the Twin Ports community has 

negative perceptions of many organizations which offer help to people experiencing poverty. For instance, 

residents at Steve O’Neil Apartments say that people in the community distrust them when they say they 

live in supportive housing or view supportive housing as a blight on the community.  

The community has increased awareness of the opportunity gap.  

DSACF implemented strategies intended to raise community-wide awareness of the opportunity gap. Part 

of this was a broad public awareness campaign. The Foundation is also presenting its work at conferences 

and participating in documentary projects to raise awareness at state and national levels.   

There are a lot of systemic problems […] these problems are 
generational and historical. How can we break those barriers, bridge 
that gap? How do we break that cycle? This is long term. 

- Program Staff 

 “ 

 “ 

[Our program has] provided a 
start but the problems are 
complex and we need to dig 
deeper and look at root 
problems and on a larger 
scale. [This programming] is 
part of the solution but not 
the whole solution.”  

- Grantee staff 
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A major success DSACF has had in raising awareness of their project is within the network of Foundations. 

The Community Foundation Opportunity Network has adopted the vision of the Opportunity Gap Initiative 

for their national work in closing the opportunity gap. 

Leaders at grantee organizations and local schools have committed to 

educating their staff and local parents about the opportunity gap, which has 

driven community-wide awareness and empathy. One of the community 

changes associated with the initiative’s public awareness strategies has been 
an increase in the number of people volunteering with local charities and 

community organizations. Grantee staff described seeing increased community 

awareness of the opportunity gap because of DSACF’s ads, videos, public 

service announcements, and newspaper mentions. They also describe 

community events as being good places to raise awareness and discuss the 

barriers that families experience.  

Closing the opportunity gap will be a long-term process due to the 
complex and systemic nature of the problem.  

Because the opportunity gap is so strongly driven and maintained by systemic issues such as racism, 

segregation by social class, and generational poverty, closing the gap cannot be accomplished within the 

short time of the start of this initiative. Program staff and participants describe many of the problems that 

the community faces as being the products of decades of deeply ingrained racism and systemic 

discrimination. There is a long history of racial division and oppression of Native Americans in the Duluth-

Superior area, and these problems will require steady intervention over time to solve.  Several 

organizations said that they would need many more years and much more funding to make significant 

progress for closing the gap, while others described this work as needing engagement from the whole 

community.  

Despite these barriers to success, grantees reported seeing a positive impact toward closing the 

opportunity gap through the lives of the families and individuals they work with. DSACF describes seeing 

progress in closing the opportunity gap through the systems change work of grantees, especially in work 

like that of the Duluth Community School Collaborative, which partnered with over 40 community agencies 

to make broader changes in school systems, including providing healthcare and mentorship to students. As 

part of these systemic changes, the collaborative has expanded to include elementary, middle, and high 

There has been broader 

conversation about the 

Opportunity Gap and 

recognizing that people are 

not born with the same 

opportunities. The events 

are popular, people are 

attending, and awareness is 
being built.  

- Grantee staff ”

 “
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schools, as well as collaborating with college students. This represents a broad change in how school 

systems interact with students and families at every level. 

 

Principles 
As part of its work, DSACF created principles that guides its work to close the opportunity gap for children 

in the Duluth Superior community. These principles were formed through a series of listening sessions 

throughout Duluth and Superior with parents, teens and service providers who deal directly with issues 

that the opportunity gap presents locally. The principles are: 

 Wrap-around support 

 Holistic  

 Collaborative; shared decision-making with participants (program design, delivery, evaluation) 

 Builds long-term relationships with families 

 Empowering 

 Built on research 

 Innovative and fresh 

 Solutions are systemic 

 Context matters (child within family, family within community)  

In the evaluation of our Opportunity Gap Initiative, DSACF sought to learn whether these principles have an 

effect on the work of grantees, and the change created in our community.  

Most meaningful principles to organizations  
During interviews and focus groups, grantee staff were asked to describe which principles they see 

as the most meaningful to their organization and impactful in closing the opportunity gap, as well as 

to rate their adherence to each principle.  

Grantees see wraparound supports, holistic approaches, and relationships as the most 
meaningful principles.  

Many organizations cited relationship building as critical to the programs they run, including relationships 

with community, parents, students, and staff. Relationship building is the foundation of the work grantee 

organizations do, and they said the importance of this principle also impacts and positively influences other 

principles. The principle of relationship building has led grantee organizations to extend the relationships 

they built with participants to other community members and organizations external to their work, which 

enhanced their capacity to do their work and increased support for the individuals and families they serve. 

Wraparound supports are also crucial because they are a way of creating resources and support. For 

example, offering wraparound services in schools makes them easily accessible for both students and 

[The] holistic approach really ties into a lot of other principles. We 
need to look at the whole person, family, situation and not just 
concentrate on one factor… Looking at other factors that may be 
interacting with [a situation] such as mental health. It’s all connected. 

- Grantee staff 

 “ 

 “ 
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families. Collaborative decision making was also highly valued to empower participants and create 

programming which is responsive to their needs.  

When asked to rate their adherence to principles, grantees consistently rated themselves as adhering well 

to relationship building, context matters, holistic approaches, and wrap-around supports. The only 

principle on which grantees tended to give themselves low ratings was coming up with systemic solutions. 

Several grantees said that coming up with systemic solutions was simply beyond the scope of what they 

could achieve with their time and funding and would require significant investment from the whole 
community. 

Grantees describe principles as being essential pieces that must come together to make 
their work effective.  

Although they have differing levels of adherence to each, grantees see value in all principles. In interviews, 

grantee staff explained that it would be hard to name a single principle as the most impactful or 

meaningful. They see these principles as all being a part of a larger philosophy guiding their programs. 

Several staff interviewed shared that they felt their programs could be most successful when they enacted 

all principles in harmony. Grantee organizations also noted that these principles are very important to their 

participants, especially principles such as relationship building.  

Survey respondents see value in principles and believe that grantees adhere to them.  

Almost all survey respondents (program staff, partner organizations, and board members) rated 

empowering participants as a “very important” principle. Other principles that were rated as “very 

important” by more than half of survey respondents were: demonstrating an understanding that context 

matters; providing wrap-around, holistic support or services; practicing collaborative, shared decision-

making with participants; and building long-term relationships with families.    

86%

86%

71%

71%

64%

64%

57%

43%

14%

7%

21%

21%

36%

36%

43%

36%

7%

7%

7%

21%

Context matters

Empowering participants

Shared decision-making

Building relationships

Wrap-around support

Fresh and innovative ideas

Building on research

Systemic solutions

Always enact principles Sometimes enact principles Rarely enact principles

Survey participants generally agree that grantees act out our principles.
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Most meaningful principles to individual program participants 
During focus groups, grantee staff and program participants were asked to rate the degree to which 

the grantee they work most closely with adheres to the Foundation’s principles5. After this exercise, 

they gave examples and rated the importance of each principle. The principles they were asked 

about mirrored DSCAF’s organizational principles but were presented in plain language.  

Program participants most often described building relationships, helping kids, and 
believing in them as the most meaningful principles. 

When asked to share examples about grantees adhering to principles. participants shared how grantees 

built relationships, helped kids, came up with new ideas, and helped them with the biggest problems they 

face.  These principles help build trust between program participants and grantees, as well as giving 

program participants confidence to make decisions.  

Participants in Heart for the People’s programming shared in focus groups that they often feel forgotten or 

overlooked in their lives, but they never feel this way when interacting with program staff. They described 

this as one of the most important things in working with the program. They also emphasized the 

importance of being believed. Many participants in Heart for the People’s programming shared that they 

were involved in court cases where their word and experience was constantly doubted; working with 

grantee staff who always believe in them helped several participants “keep [their] sanity.” Participants in 

Family Forum’s focus groups also shared these feelings, describing how they know they can rely on the 

organization because program staff are willing to help them no matter what they need help with or when 

they need it.  

 

Overall, focus group participants saw grantees as demonstrating the principles. Interestingly, the principles 
participants rated as being the most present are not the same as those program staff described as the most 

                                                           
5 Two of our five focus groups were conducted with grantee program staff, with the remaining three groups conducted with program 

participants. The groups with program participants had more attendees and were supplemented with a few interviews with program 

participants who could not attend a focus group.   

90%

85%

85%

80%

80%

70%

70%

65%

5%

15%

15%

20%

20%

25%

20%

35%

5%

5%

10%

Coming up with new ideas (fresh and innovative ideas)

Helping in many ways (wrap-around support)

Acting like they believe in you (context matters)

Helping kids (building on research)

Building confidence and trust (empowering participants)

Community coming together (building relationships)

Shared decision-making

Solving the big problems (systemic solutions)

Almost always enact principles Sometimes enact principles Never enact principles

Focus group participants often see grantees acting out principles.
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present. For example, participants said, “coming up with new ideas,” “helping in many ways,” and “acting 

like they believe in you” were the most highly demonstrated principles. However, staff indicated context, 

empowering participants, and shared decision-making were the top principles adhered to. Between these 

two groups, only “context matters” was shared as a top principle. 

Grantees and participants agreed that every principle was important.  

When prompted, both grantees and participants were unable to pick principles that were less important. 

Both groups emphasized that all principles are necessary for impactful work in closing the opportunity gap. 

While not all principles may have been closely adhered to by all grantees, program participants shared that 

they saw value in all principles and suggested that these principles improve grantees’ services.  

 

Collective Impact 
In looking to the future of the DSACF work in closing the opportunity gap, research relating to other efforts 

to solve similarly complex problems with a variety of partner organizations was explored. This literature 

review shows that a collective impact approach may be a useful strategy. Although this approach was not 

explicitly implemented during the Opportunity Gap Initiative, it can guide similar work moving forward.  

There are five key pieces of the collective impact approach: a common agenda, continuous communication, 

backbone support organizations, mutually reinforcing activities, and shared measurement systems6. 

 A common agenda requires those working to solve a problem to agree on a vision for change, to 

have a common understanding of the problem and an approach to solve the problem through 

action. 

 Continuous communication alludes to the notion that stakeholders need to communicate 

frequently for a period of time to develop trust with each other. This communication allows 

parties to become familiar with each other’s goals and motivations and see where they align 

with one another. 

 A backbone support organization (or multiple) will need to support the effort for change to 

occur. This organization should have staff with specific skills that help advance the goal of the 
initiative. 

                                                           
6 Kania, John, and Mark Kramer. "Collective impact." (2011): 36-41. 
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 Mutually reinforcing activities is a principle that states all parties involved should participate in 

activities they excel in. Not all parties participating in a collective impact approach will 

complete the same tasks – and they should not.  

 Shared measurement systems are important in the scope of success. Agreeing on how to 

measure a common group of indicators across all participants reinforces accountability of all 

parties. 

The main goal of the collective impact approach is to help solve complex problems that involve numerous 

partners. When used properly, the collective impact approach allows for a series of partners to understand 

areas of strength, how their activities produce change, and areas for improvement.  

 

Communication and common agendas  
The evaluation explored whether grantee organizations are adopting collective impact 
characteristics, especially cross-initiative communication and sharing a common agenda. 

Agencies communicate and partner with organizations outside the initiative.  

Grantee organization staff describe forming strong and successful partnerships with other local agencies 

and organizations. These partnerships often work to close the opportunity gap through providing 

community members with resources and skills, although they lack the formal collaboration implied by 

collective impact approaches. Partners often include other nonprofits, schools, and health agencies. 

Communication between grantees generally occurred within the context of Foundation 
activities. 

Most interactions between grantee organizations were facilitated by DSACF. Grantee staff mentioned the 

Foundation’s events as their primary points of contact with other grantees. Despite their limited 

interactions, most grantee organizations express a desire for increased communication and collaboration 

with each other. They suggested that this could be facilitated by DSACF to have greater impacts on their 

program participants.  

Grantees feel that, although organizations may share 
a common goal of closing the opportunity gap, they 
often have very different agendas beyond this.  

When asked about a common agenda, grantees shared mixed 

reactions. Many grantee staff felt that although all organizations 

in the Initiative shared a common goal of closing the 

opportunity gap, they had little else in common. Grantee staff 

referenced the wide range of programmatic goals which 

organizations in the initiative focus on as the reason they did 

not see a strong common agenda among grantees.  

Barriers to collaboration are lack of time and staff resources.  

Grantee organizations have a desire to work together and collaborate, but many cite that time and financial 

resources are barriers to collaborating with other organizations doing work to close the opportunity gap. 

Grantees often get mired in their day-to-day operations, and with limited funding and staff capacity, they 

are unable to reach out to other organizations. Additionally, several grantee organizations expressed in 

Programs in the initiative serve a 
lot of people. Shared agendas just 
aren’t a priority. We intersect 
with people differently; people 
have different goals. Program 
goals don’t always align just 
because the families we work 
with have different needs. 

- Grantee staff 

 “ 

 

“ 
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interviews that they had little awareness of what other grantee goals or programs are. This lack of 

knowledge made it harder for them to collaborate, as they were unsure how best to reach out or partner 

with other organizations.  

 

Future Considerations 
Grantees have made great strides in helping children and families in the Duluth Superior community make 

changes in their lives and refer them to other community resources. However, grantees stated they could 

have benefited from more intentional collaboration if they had the time and resources to facilitate that. 

This would have called for a collective impact approach that has been tried elsewhere and shown great 

success in solving complex social problems. 

John Kania and Mark Kramer first wrote about the collective impact approach for the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review (Kanta & Kramer, 2011). The collective impact approach’s main goal is to help solve 

complex problems that involve numerous partners. They identified five key pieces of the approach: a 

common agenda, continuous communication, backbone support organizations, mutually reinforcing 

activities, and shared measurement systems. When used properly, the collective impact approach allows 

for a series of partners to understand areas of strength, how their activities produce change, and areas for 

improvement.  

The approach also assumes that financial resources can support the collaboration, influential leaders exist 

in the community, a history of collaboration exists in the community, and the need for change is immediate. 

If these conditions exist in the Duluth Superior area, then a collective impact approach is worth considering 

as a next step in narrowing the opportunity gap. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation Methodology 
DSACF partnered with The Improve Group to design and conduct this evaluation. The evaluation process 

was constructed to answer the following primary questions:  

1. What successes has the initiative contributed to in narrowing the opportunity gap?  

a. To what extent and in what ways are program participants changing on an aggregate level 

as it relates to the goals of the initiative? 

b. To what extent and in what ways are social and cultural norms evolving to support the goals 

of the initiative (e.g., within grantee organizations, organizations partnering with grantee 

organizations)? 

2. What are the important factors that affect (hinder or contribute to) the success of the Opportunity 

Gap Initiative?  

a. What activities appear to be narrowing the opportunity gap?  

b. What factors hinder efforts to narrow the opportunity gap?  

3. To what extent is each DSACF principle adhered to (i.e., shared decision-making with participants, 

empowerment/self-determination approach, solutions are systemic, solutions are innovative)? 
a. Which principles are meaningful to program staff? Participants?   

b. To what extent does each principle contribute to desired results? 

4. To what extent and in what ways is cross-initiative communication occurring?  A common agenda? 

a. What types of cross-initiative communication is occurring (e.g., sharing best practices, 

exchanging information), and to what degree? 

b. To what degree is a common agenda being created, shared, and adopted among grantees? 

5. What difference has the initiative made on organizational capacity to address complex problems 

(for grantee organizations, DSACF, partner organizations)? 

a. To what extent and in what ways do organizational changes relate to the principles of the 

initiative?  

b. To what extent and in what ways do organizational changes relate to the goals of the 

initiative? 

To answer these questions, data were collected from a variety of sources: 

 Interviews with staff from grantee organizations 

 Survey of grantee organizations 

 Interviews with program participants 

 Focus groups with program participants 

 Final grantee reports 

Three separate focus groups with program participants (each with at least 6 participants) were held.  

Fourteen program staff, partner staff, and board members were surveyed on their experiences with 

Opportunity Gap Initiative grantees. Quantitative analysis of surveys was completed through survey 

software, while qualitative responses were incorporated with other data sources and analyzed using 

qualitative analysis software.  

The full evaluation plan is available upon request. 
The following appendices are to aid future evaluation efforts so that groups that are interested in replicating this work can use 

the tools. 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Pre-Survey 
 
Date of focus group: _______________________________ 
 

1. Which of the following programs or organizations have you been involved with or are currently involved 

with? 

Organization  

I have been involved 

with them before 

I am currently 

involved with them 

CHUM ⃞  ⃞  

Community Action Duluth ⃞  ⃞  

Duluth Community School Collaborative ⃞  ⃞  

Family Forum, Inc. ⃞  ⃞  

Heart for the People ⃞  ⃞  

Lincoln Park Middle School  ⃞  ⃞  

Mentor Duluth Mentor Superior ⃞  ⃞  

Men As Peacemakers ⃞  ⃞  

Opportunity Youth of Duluth ⃞  ⃞  

Superior African-American Heritage Community ⃞  ⃞  
 

2. Since you started coming in to see this organization, would you say you have seen: 

⃞ A lot of positive change in your life 

⃞ Some positive change in your life 

⃞ A little positive change in your life 

⃞ No positive changes in your life 

 

3. 

 

Organization Almost always Sometimes Never 

How much do you see this organization helping 

you or your family in many ways (rather than 

just in one way)?  

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

How much do you see this organization letting 

you or your family help decide what your 

services look like or which services you receive? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  



22 
 

Organization Almost always Sometimes Never 

How much do you see this organization building 

confidence and trust with you or your family? 
⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

How much do you see this organization acting 

like they believe you can do what you set your 

mind to? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

How much do you see this organization coming 

up with new ideas to help you or your family 

succeed? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

How much do you see this organization finding 

solutions to the biggest and most difficult issues 

you or your family is facing? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

For people with children only: How much do you 

see this organization helping your children in 

addition to helping you? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

How much do you see people in your 

community pulling together to help neighbors 

and families that need help? 

⃞  ⃞  ⃞  

 

Please review to make sure you have answered all the questions. Please feel free to write anything that you feel 

will be helpful below. Thank you!! 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Protocol 
Introduction (5 minutes) 
Good morning/afternoon/evening, thanks for joining us today. I’m [insert facilitator’s name], and I work for an 

evaluation firm in St. Paul called The Improve Group. We’re hired by other organizations, such as the Duluth 

Superior Area Community Foundation, to help them plan for the work they do and help them think of ideas of 

how they can work more effectively. Today we are here on behalf of Duluth Superior Area Community 

Foundation to talk about the Opportunity Gap Initiative. The Initiative’s vision is “a community that embraces 

diversity and inclusivity, where all children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and secure.” 

The purpose of the Opportunity Gap Initiative is to address the differences in opportunity that community 

members face.  

My role is to guide our discussion and to encourage everyone to share their thoughts and ideas. Our focus group will last 

about 2 hours; we will be done by [insert time].  Please set any phone or other ringing devices to silent. If you need to 

take a call, please step out to do so and join us once you are done. The bathrooms are located [INSERT LOCATION]. We 

also have provided some refreshments, so please help yourselves.  

Before we get started I would like to do introductions. Could everyone share your first name and something you 

enjoy about the summer? Let’s start on this side and go around in order.  

Great, thanks for sharing. 

Consent Language (5 minutes) 

Getting people’s consent to participate is a standard procedure in evaluation. Since this is an evaluation project, we 

would like to make sure that you agree to participate in the study.  

You are being asked to participate so that The Improve Group can hear your ideas about how to close the Opportunity 

Gap and increase opportunities for all families in the Duluth Superior area. The Improve Group will describe what they 

learn through the focus groups in a report. They will give the report to the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation 

to help them see if their efforts are working. 

Being in this focus group is voluntary. You can choose to not answer any questions that are asked and you may leave at 

any time. If you leave, there will not be any consequences.  

To help us write a report later, we will be recording this discussion and taking notes. Your identity will remain private 

and nothing you say here will be linked to you in any way. When we write our report, we will not refer to you by name.  

Most importantly, there are no right or wrong answers. We want to know your honest perspectives. The information 

you provide will be helpful for the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation as they work to improve opportunities 

for all families in Duluth Superior. 

Do you have any questions?  

We will now break so that everyone can help themselves to food. During this time, my colleague and I are available if 

you have any questions pertaining to the consent process. You are welcome to speak to us now or we can move to a 

private room if you have sensitive questions you would like to ask. You may also ask questions about the evaluation or 

the consent process after the focus group today by calling Kate Noble, her number is listed on the consent information 

page. When we come back to the circle, we will ask if you agree to participate the study.  
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I hope the food is good! Let’s continue. If you agree to participate in the evaluation, then please raise your hand. 

The first step is to fill out this short survey. Please do not write you name on the survey. We’re going to combine some 

of the information from the survey during the discussion so that we can reflect on the meaning of your combined 

responses.  

Focus Group Procedures and Logistics (5 minutes) 

Great! Next, I want to review some general rules for our discussion today. We ask that you only use first names when 

addressing others or referring to yourself or others in your life. Also, as mentioned on the consent form you signed, we 

ask that you respect each other’s privacy and do not share what is said in the group once it is over. 

Let me explain our procedures for today. I have a set of questions that I will ask the group that will help guide our 

discussion. I want to ensure that everyone has an opportunity to participate, so I may interrupt from time to time to 

make sure everyone can share their thoughts and experiences. We will break the discussion up into sections.  

Any questions about anything I’ve gone over so far? Great, let’s start our discussion. 

Discussion (90 minutes) 

Now we’re going to walk down memory lane, and reflect on the different things that you have done over the past two 

years with the organization that invited you here today. Take a minute to think about everything you have done with 

them.  

1. What are some of the things you remember about what you have done with them? 

2. Since you started working with X organization, what new supports do you have available to you?  

3. What has been exciting about working with this organization?  

4. What has made you feel challenged about working with them?  

5. Can you think of any positive things in your life that have come out of working with X organization? [If yes] 
Could you take turns telling me about some of the things that are different for you since working with them? 
Prompts:  

a) Could you tell me a quick story or give some examples of any of the positive changes you’ve 
experienced?   

b) Have you had access to new resources? What kinds?  

c) What have you learned, or what new ideas or takeaways, if any, have you had from working with 
organization X?  

d) What skills, if any, have you gained through the program?  

e) What, if anything, has changed in your… 

i. Relationships with staff at X organization?  
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ii. Relationships with your family members?  

iii. Relationships with other people in the community?   

f) What else, if anything, is different about your day-to-day life because of the program?  

6. [Remind people of the things they said they have done with them from Questions 1 and 2]. What specific 
activities or things through X organization do you think have helped you to experience the positive changes you 
mentioned? Or the changes in your day-to-day life that you mentioned?  

The Opportunity Gap Initiative is working to create more opportunities for everyone in the Duluth-Superior area.  

7. Have you seen any changes in people’s general attitudes about making sure everyone in the larger Duluth-
Superior community has opportunities? 

8. What changes have you seen for children having more opportunities and feeling respected, safe and secure? 

9. What do you see in your community that is not supportive of people who are experiencing difficult or hard 
times?  

Review Principles: 

These are the different values that Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation thinks are important for 

organization to be focusing on through their work [use language in pre-survey rather than actual principle 

names].  

10. [Refer to initial survey results and tally responses on flip chart. For values that are somewhat or completely 
acted out, ask:] What are some examples of how you’ve seen this coming through in the organization X’s work?  

11. Which values do you think are most important to see coming through in the organization X’s work? These don’t 
have to be things they are actually doing; rather things that you simply think are or would be important for 
them to be paying attention to. Prompt: What makes the important ones important? 

12. Which are not important?  

13. Which values would you say played a role in the positive life experiences you mentioned earlier in our 
conversation? [Use dot voting on flip chart].  

a) Could you tell me what this value had to do with those positive experiences? 

 

14. [Refer to initial survey results. For important values that are never or somewhat acted out by the organization] 
What ideas do you have for how the organization X could do a better job of acting the values out or making 
sure they are coming through in their work? What would they do differently? 

That’s all we have today. Thank you everyone for sharing!! I hope these discussions made all of us think about 

how we can change our communities so that they have opportunities for all!  
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 
Introduction 

Hi [reference name], this is [your name] with The Improve Group. Is now still a good time for our call? Great. 

How are you today? [Tell them one quick thing about your day, or the weather here, etc.]. 

First, I’m going to tell you a bit about the purpose of the interview and our confidentiality practice, and then 

we’ll get started on the questions.  

I am an evaluation consultant with The Improve Group, which is an evaluation consulting firm working with the 

Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation, to help them learn about how their Opportunity Gap Initiative 

grantees are contributing to their fields and bringing value to the people and organizations with whom they 

work. The purpose of this interview is to hear your views about narrowing the opportunity gap and the role of 

[Grantee organization] in this work. 

Information from your interview will be shared with the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation in a 

summary report to help it improve the grantmaking process and to inform funding decisions. Descriptive 

information gathered from these interviews may also be shared with grantees, including [Grantee organization]. 

However, we will not share notes from interviews with the Foundation or grantees, nor will we tie your 

comments to your name or your organization’s name.  

We hope that you will feel comfortable sharing openly and honestly during the interview. If you are concerned 

that the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation may be able to identify your organization from your 

comments, please let us know how you would like us to share your information in a way that keeps your 

organization’s perspective more confidential. 

The interview should take about 1 hour and your participation is voluntary. Please let me know if you want to 

stop the interview at any time.  So that we can give you our full attention, we’re recording the call and then 

transcribing the notes later. Is this okay with you?  

Do you have any questions before we get started?  

 

Ok. Good, now to the first question. 

1. As you might know, [Grantee organization] organization is funded in part through DSACF’s Opportunity 

Gap Initiative.  

The Opportunity Gap Initiative works towards making Duluth and Superior places where communities embrace 

diversity and inclusivity, where all children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and secure. 

Thinking back on the last two years, are you able to name any successes in narrowing the opportunity gap that 

the initiative has played a part in? Tell me about three of the main successes that show there is movement 

towards narrowing the opportunity gap. 

2. Looking back to the start of the Initiative, how would you characterize the collective or combined 

changes in participants that are related to this initiative? Would you say there have been: 

a) Lots of changes in their lives? 
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b) Some changes in their lives? 

c) Very little change in their lives? 

d) No changes in their lives? 

3. Do you have a sense about which program activities have most greatly influenced the successes or life 

changes you mentioned? Which ones?  

4. What would you say are the main obstacles in the work towards narrowing the opportunity gap? 

Prompts:  

a. What issues do you see that hold back participants from making progress?  

b. What issues are related to the participants themselves, and what issues are structural, related to 

policies and systems? 

Our next questions are about the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation’s operating principles. I am going 

to go through each one of them and ask questions about them.  

I am going to ask: on a scale of 0-10 (0 being not at all, and 10 being completely), how thoroughly does your 

organization act out each principle? I am also going to ask what makes it that number and not one number 

higher or lower.  

5. How much is your organization:  

a) Providing wrap-around supports Scale 0 – 10: 

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

b) Developing holistic approaches Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

c) Practicing collaborative, shared decision-making           Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

d) Building long-term relationships (with participants)  Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

e) Empowering participants  Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

f) Building on research Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 
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ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

g) Developing or using innovative and fresh approaches Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

h) Developing or using solutions that are systemic  Scale 0 – 10:   

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

i) Demonstrating that context matters (child within family, family within community) Scale 0 – 10:  

  

i. What makes you rate it that way and not one number lower? 

ii. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

6. Which of these principles are most meaningful to your organization? [Probe to understand why.] 

7. Which of these principles do you think are playing the biggest role in narrowing the opportunity gap? 

[Probe to understand why.] 

8. Could you connect the dots for me about the relationship between each of those principles and your 

organization’s client outcomes?  

 

9. To what extent do you think the principles contribute to narrowing the opportunity gap? 

a) A lot 

b) Somewhat 

c) A little 

d) Not at all 

10. Could you explain your thinking behind this? 

Next we’re going to talk about collaboration related to the Opportunity Gap Initiative. How often would you say 

the following things are occurring specifically because of the DSACF Opportunity Gap Initiative? 

11. Cross Initiative communication where agencies share information and best practices. 

a) It is happening a lot 

b) It is happening some of the time 

c) It happens rarely 

d) It never happens 

Could you give some examples? 
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12. A common agenda between community based agencies where they share goals. 

a) It is happening a lot 

b) It is happening some of the time 

c) It happens rarely 

d) It never happens 

Could you give some examples? 

13. (Optional) Over the last year, has your organization done any of the following?  

a) Collaborated on a program or funding request. 

b) Exchanged best practices or shared an educational or staff development resource. 

c) Communicated to coordinate client services or appointments. 

d) Agreed to common referral practices when referring clients to each other. 

e) Have data sharing agreements in order to better track client outcomes among different 

service areas. 

14. Can you list any activities that your organization has done in collaboration with other organizations that 

are working to narrow the opportunity gap? 

a. In what ways has this worked or been helpful for your agency?  

b. What are some of the obstacles or challenges related to collaboration that you have 

encountered? 

15. On a scale of 0-10, where 0 is not at all and 10 is a lot, what difference has the Opportunity Gap 

Initiative made in your organization’s ability to solve complex problems?  

Scale:   

a. What makes you rate it that way and not one number higher or lower? 

b. What would make it a 9 or 10? 

16. How much change in organizational capacity have you noticed in your organization related to being part 

of the DSACF Opportunity Gap Initiative? 

a) A lot 

b) Some 

c) A little 

d) None 

[If a-c] What changes you have noticed? 

17. How strong of a connection would you say there is between the changes in organizational capacity and 

the organizations acting out the principles of the Opportunity Gap Initiative? 
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a) A strong connection  

b) Moderate connection  

c) A weak connection  

d) No connection  

18. Look over the outcomes of the Opportunity Gap Initiative on the interview guide we sent you in 

advance. Which ones would you say are also high priorities of your organization? Which ones are not? 

When we say priority, we mean staff invest time and energy into these areas.  

Type of change A high 

priority  

A medium 

priority 

A low 

priority   

Not a 

priority  

Don’t 

know  

Changes in community        

A community that embraces diversity and inclusivity, 

where all children have abundant opportunities, and 

feel respected, safe and secure.   

     

Awareness of barriers families experiencing poverty 

face, the opportunity gap, and trauma. 

     

Mindsets value inclusivity and respect (e.g., 

employers, landlords). 

     

Community members engage in ensuring all children 

have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, 

safe and secure. 

     

Changes in relationships       

Trusting relationships formed between families and 

the organizations serving them.  

     

New relationships created between families with 

shared experiences, or kids have increased diverse 

connections in the community. 

     

New parenting skills leading to stronger ties 

between children and mentors or caregivers. 

     

Increased understanding and trust between youth 

and mentors or caregivers. 

     

Changes in individual people       

Increased self-efficacy: community members are 

getting better at navigating systems (e.g., 

employment systems), and are developing financial 

and leadership skills.   
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Increased emotional intelligence: community 

members are advancing their emotional intelligence 

and awareness, both introspectively and with 

others. 

     

Increased access to and completion of education.      

Increase participation in education among students 

and their families. 

     

Access to health resources, specifically children 

getting immunizations. 

     

Increased youth employment experiences.      

Increased voice in decisions, solutions, and 

community change.  

     

Changes in organizations       

Exchange of information across organizations and 

businesses (e.g., between providers, between 

landlords, between advisory committee members).  

     

Partnerships (e.g., between schools, nonprofits, 

government agencies, law enforcement, advocates). 

     

Improved programming and service delivery (e.g., at 

schools, community-based organizations). 

     

 

19. Is there anything you’d like to add about how the Community Foundation can best support 

organizations working on addressing the opportunity gap in the future?  

Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me today. Your perspective will contribute to increasing 

everyone’s understanding about what it takes to close the Opportunity Gap.  
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Appendix E: Survey Protocol 
Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation Opportunity Gap Initiative 
 
In Fall 2015, the Duluth Superior Area Community Foundation started the Opportunity Gap Initiative to address 
the differences in opportunity that community members face. The initiative’s vision is “a community that 
embraces diversity and inclusivity, where all children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and 
secure.”  
 

The Community Foundation partnered with The Improve Group, an evaluation consulting firm, to help them 
learn about how the Opportunity Gap Initiative grantees are contributing to their fields and bringing value to the 
people and organizations with whom they work. The purpose of this survey is to understand your views about 
narrowing the Opportunity Gap and the role of [Grantee organization] in this important work. 
 
Your responses to the survey will be summarized and shared with the Duluth Superior Area Community 
Foundation in a report to help it improve the grantmaking process and to inform funding decisions. Summary 
information gathered through this survey may also be shared with grantees, including [Grantee organization]. 
However, we will not share specific survey responses with the Foundation or grantees, nor will we tie your 
comments to your name or your organization’s name. We hope that you will feel comfortable sharing openly 
and honestly during the survey.  
 
Thank you for your time!  
 

1. Which organization are you most closely associated with?  

  

CHUM  

Community Action Duluth  

Family Forum  

Heart for the People (First Witness Child Abuse Resource Center/CASDA/Indigenous 

People’s Circle) 

 

Duluth Public Schools -Lincoln Park Middle School  

Men As Peacemakers  

Duluth Community School Collaborative  

Opportunity Youth of Duluth (SOAR Career Services/Life House/Workforce Center)  

Superior African Heritage Community  

Mentor Duluth Mentor Superior  

 
2. What is your relationship to that organization?  

a. Staff member 
b. Board member 
c. Staff member at a different organization  
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3. As you might know, [Grantee organization] is funded in part through DSACF’s Opportunity Gap Initiative. 

The opportunity gap is the difference in opportunity that one culturally, racially, and/or financially 
similar group has in comparison to another. Thinking back on the last two years, what are the main 
successes in narrowing the opportunity that the Initiative or [Grantee organization] has played a part in?  

 
Please list up to three of the main successes that show movement towards narrowing the opportunity gap 
(i.e., the difference in opportunity that one culturally, racially, and/or financially similar group has in 
comparison to another):  

 (i)   
(ii)  
(iii) 

      
4. As you look back over the past two years, would you say that overall program participants have made: 

 a)     A lot of change in their lives 
 b) Some change in their lives 
 c)  Very little change in their lives 
 d)    No change in their lives  
 
Please list the main changes in participants’ lives that you are aware of:  
 (i)   

(ii)  
(iii) 

 

5. Which of [Grantee organization]’s activities do you think are most helpful in narrowing the opportunity 
gap? 

 
6. What things have you found to be obstacles to the narrowing of the opportunity gap? 
 

The next questions are about the Opportunity Gap Initiative’s operating principles.  
 

7. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] carries out wraparound holistic 
services: 

  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out:  
 

8. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] carries out collaborative, shared 
decision-making with participants (through program design, delivery, evaluation, etc.):  

  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
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9. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] builds long-term relationships with 
families:  

  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
 

10. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] empowers program participants:  
  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
 

11. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] builds on research:  
  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
 

12. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] tests out innovative fresh ideas:  
  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 

 
13. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] comes up with solutions that are 

systematic:  
  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
 

14. Please rate the extent to which you think [Grantee organization] demonstrates an understanding that 
the context matters (child within family, family within community):  

  a) Always 
  b) Sometimes 
  c) Rarely 
  d) Never 
  
If [A-C], explain what [Grantee organization] does to act this out: 
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The following questions relate to the principles and how important you think each of them is.  
 
14.  Principle: Wrap-around support.  
 How important is this principle in narrowing the opportunity gap? 

a) Very important  
b) Important  
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
15.  Principle: Collaborative, shared decision-making with participants (through program design, delivery, 

evaluation, etc.) 
 How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 

a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
16. Building long-term relationships with families 
 How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 

a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
17. Empowering participants  

How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 
a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
18.  Building on research 

How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 
a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
19.  Innovative and fresh approaches 

How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 
a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
20. Solutions are systemic 

How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 
a) Very important  
b) Important 
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c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
21. Context matters (child within family, family within community) 

How important do you think this principle is in narrowing the opportunity gap? 
a) Very important  
b) Important 
c) Somewhat important 
d) Not important at all  

 
22.  To what extent do you think the principles play a role in the successes or changes you listed above 

related to narrowing the opportunity gap? [Insert successes and changes listed previously through 
survey function] 

 
A) A great/large amount 
b) A moderate amount 
c) A small amount 
d) Not at all 
 

[If selected A-C; pipe the principles that were marked as very important or important into this question with an 
open-ended box response option for each] Describe how acting out this principle contributes to narrowing the 
opportunity gap.  
 
23. How much does [Grantee organization] communicate with each organization (e.g., to share information 

or best practices)? Check the response for each organization:  
 

 A lot Some 

 

A little 

 

None 

 

CHUM     

Community Action Duluth     

Family Forum     

Heart for the People (First Witness Child Abuse Resource 

Center/CASDA/Indigenous People’s Circle) 

    

Duluth Public Schools -Lincoln Park Middle School     

Men As Peacemakers     

Duluth Community School Collaborative     

Opportunity Youth of Duluth (SOAR Career Services/Life 

House/Workforce Center) 

    

Superior African Heritage Community     

Mentor Duluth Mentor Superior     
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[If a lot or some] Describe the different ways that [Grantee organization] engages in cross-initiative 
communication with the organizations you selected.  
 
24. How big of a role would you say the DSACF’s Opportunity Gap Initiative is playing in fostering this 

communication?  
  a) A large role 
  b) A moderate role 
  c) A small role 
  d) No role 
  e) I don’t know 
 
Please explain your selection:  
 
25. How much does [Grantee organization] share an agenda with each of the other Opportunity Gap 

Initiative organizations (e.g., shares similar goals for the families it serves, or a similar vision for the 
community)? Check the response for each organization:  

 

 A lot Some 

 

A little 

 

None 

 

CHUM     

Community Action Duluth     

Family Forum     

Heart for the People (First Witness Child Abuse Resource 

Center/CASDA/Indigenous People’s Circle) 

    

Duluth Public Schools -Lincoln Park Middle School     

Men As Peacemakers     

Duluth Community School Collaborative     

Opportunity Youth of Duluth (SOAR Career Services/Life 

House/Workforce Center) 

    

Superior African Heritage Community     

Mentor Duluth Mentor Superior     

 
[If a lot or some] Describe the ways that [Grantee organization] shares an agenda with the organizations you 
selected.  
 
26. How big of a role would you say the DSACF’s Opportunity Gap Initiative is playing in fostering this shared 

agenda?  
  a) A large role 
  b) A moderate role 
  c) A small role 
  d) No role 
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  e) I don’t know 
  
Please explain your selection: 
 
27.  How much would you say [Grantee organization] has changed due to participating in the Opportunity 

Gap Initiative? 
    a) A lot 
    b) Some 
    c) A little 
    d) None  

 
28.         What are some of the ways [Grantee organization’s] has changed due to working with the      

        Opportunity Gap Initiative? Please elaborate: 
 
29. To what extent do you think the carrying out the principles has increased [Grantee organization’s] ability 

to address complex problems? 
a) A lot 
b) Some 
c) A little 
d) None  

Please explain your selection: 
 
30. Which principles were most connected to the changes in ability to address complex problems that 

you’ve seen? [List as response options.] 
 
31. This is a list of the different changes that some of the Opportunity Gap Initiative organizations are 

working towards. How much of a priority would you say each type of change is for [Grantee 
organization]? A priority means staff are putting time and energy toward the change. Check one answer 
for each type of change.   

 
Type of change A high 

priority  

A medium 

priority 

A low 

priority   

Not a 

priority  

Don’t 

know  

Changes in community        

A community that embraces diversity and 

inclusivity, where all children have abundant 

opportunities, and feel respected, safe and secure.   

     

Awareness of barriers families experiencing 

poverty face, the opportunity gap, and trauma. 

     

Mindsets value inclusivity and respect (e.g., 

employers, landlords). 

     

Community members engage in ensuring all 

children have abundant opportunities, and feel 

respected, safe and secure. 

     

Changes in relationships       
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Trusting relationships formed between families and 

the organizations serving them.  

     

New relationships created between families with 

shared experiences, or kids have increased diverse 

connections in the community. 

     

New parenting skills leading to stronger ties 

between children and mentors or caregivers. 

     

Increased understanding and trust between youth 

and mentors or caregivers. 

     

Changes in individual people       

Increased self-efficacy: community members are 

getting better at navigating systems (e.g., 

employment systems), and are developing financial 

and leadership skills.   

     

Increased emotional intelligence: community 

members are advancing their emotional 

intelligence and awareness, both introspectively 

and with others. 

     

Increased access to and completion of education.      

Increase participation in education among students 

and their families. 

     

Access to health resources, specifically children 

getting immunizations. 

     

Increased youth employment experiences.      

Increased voice in decisions, solutions, and 

community change.  

     

Changes in organizations       

Exchange of information across organizations and 

businesses (e.g., between providers, between 

landlords, between advisory committee members).  

     

Partnerships (e.g., between schools, nonprofits, 

government agencies, law enforcement, 

advocates). 

     

Improved programming and service delivery (e.g., 

at schools, community-based organizations). 
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[For any items identified as a high priority] Describe the different ways that this shows up in [Grantee 
organization’s] work. 
 
Shift or change at [x organization] 

32. What is the biggest shift or changes in general attitudes related to creating “a community that embraces 
diversity and inclusivity, and where children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and 
secure” have you noticed at [X organization]?? 

a) There have been no shifts or changes in general attitudes   
 
 List the shift or change you’ve noticed below.  
 

a) How much of an attitude shift or change has occurred?  
i.There has been a big, positive change 

ii.This has been a small, positive change 
iii.There has been a small, negative change 
iv.There has been a big, negative change  

 
b) How much of a role would you say the Opportunity Gap Initiative has played in this attitude shift?  

i. A huge role 
ii. A moderate role 

iii. A small role 
iv. No role 

 
Shift or change at other organizations  
 What is the biggest shift or changes in general attitudes related to creating “a community that embraces 

diversity and inclusivity, and where children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and 
secure” have you noticed at other organizations? 

 
 List the shift or change you’ve noticed below.  
 

a)  How much of an attitude shift or change has occurred?  
i.There has been a big, positive change 

ii.This has been a small, positive change 
iii.There has been a small, negative change 
iv.There has been a big, negative change  

 
b) How much of a role would you say the Opportunity Gap Initiative has played in this attitude shift?  

i. A huge role 
ii. A moderate role 

iii. A small role 
iv. No role 

 
Shift or change in the larger community   
 What is the biggest shift or change in general attitudes related to creating “a community that embraces 

diversity and inclusivity, and where children have abundant opportunities, and feel respected, safe and 
secure” have you noticed at other organizations?  

 
 List the shift or change you’ve noticed below.  
 

a) How much of an attitude shift or change has occurred?  
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i. There has been a big, positive change 
ii. This has been a small, positive change 

iii. There has been a small, negative change 
iv. There has been a big, negative change  

 
b) How much of a role would you say the Opportunity Gap Initiative has played in this attitude shift?  

i. A huge role 
ii. A moderate role 

iii. A small role 
iv. No role 

 
 
 
Please write any comments or clarifications here:  
 
  
 Thank you so much for your time and thoughtful responses. We appreciate your contribution to the 

Opportunity Gap Initiative.  Please feel free to write anything that you feel will be helpful below. Thank 
you!! 

  
 

 


