LET'S CIRCLE BACK:

Community Innovation and Resilience for Care and Learning Equity (CIRCLE)
Grant Program Two Year Follow-Up

In 2022, the CIRCLE Grant gave early childhood providers and community partners across
Colorado the flexibility to design local solutions to persistent challenges such as workforce
shortages, access for families, and gaps in culturally responsive care. Funded by the Colorado
Department of Early Childhood (CDEC) and administered by Early Milestones Colorado,
CIRCLE awarded 226 grants that reached all 64 Colorado counties.

Two years later, that one-time funding has left a lasting mark.
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WHAT WE LEARNED
Lessons That Turned Small Grants into Lasting Change
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Partnerships drive momentum. Nearly 65% named new or strengthened
partnerships as the top post-grant benefit, and 28% called them an
unexpected win. Partnerships led to shared substitute pools, co-hosted
professional development, nature-play spaces, and pooled staff benefits that
amplified impact.

Treat short-cycle grants as launch pads. After funding ended, 53% of
grantees expanded services and 47% added new professional development.
Follow-up mini-grants can reward grantees that show potential to scale.

Invest in embedded coaching and “grow-your-own” workforce pipelines.
Grantees are ready to implement these projects. 40% highlighted program
quality and 35% cited workforce development as their top lessons, which are
now shaping strategy.

Funding fluency matters more than windfalls. Only 4% landed a large new
grant, yet 91% feel better prepared to compete. Support fundraising fluency
through grant-writing labs, shared development staff, and training in braided
finance.

Unanticipated barriers call for a safety net. 18% of grantees hit unexpected
hurdles (burnout, licensing delays, data-sharing snags). Include rapid-
response funding and peer-led support in future grant designs.

“The CIRCLE Grant was more than just financial support, it was a catalyst for permanent,
systemic transformation at [our center]. It empowered us to move beyond survival mode during
the pandemic and build an organization rooted in resilience, equity, innovation, and community
leadership. CIRCLE's flexible, trust-based approach allowed us to implement bold, high-impact
Strategies that traditional funding streams often discourage. It validated the importance of
trusting providers, especially those serving historically marginalized communities, to lead
solutions from the ground up.”

- CIRCLE Grantee, ECE program, Denver County



EQUITY IN MOTION
Small Drops, Durable Ripples

The two-year evaluation shows equity and innovation powered every major gain. CIRCLE
helped communities solve old problems in new ways and ensured benefits reached people

who are too often left out.

How Equity Stuck

Multilingual practice was normalized. Sites budgeted for interpreters and
multilingual materials and created roles (e.g., family liaisons) so language
access became an everyday function rather than a special initiative.
Supports were layered on a stable base. Projects that sustained equity
combined early embedding (budget lines, job descriptions, routines) with
partnerships, modest follow-on dollars, and community support.

Data turned experience into influence. Quick dashboards and stories from
families and staff showed what was working. The evidence traveled to local
councils and legislators, helping convert program wins into policy
conversations.

Solutions were shaped by place. In dense areas, networks and scale mattered;
in rural communities, mobile and outdoor models and technology opened
access where buildings or staff were scarce.



WHAT ENDURED—AND HOW
The Sustainer Profile & Playbook

CIRCLE projects that are still active, “sustainers,” followed a simple sequence: embed, then
layer. They embedded the work into budgets, roles, and routines, extended it with additional
funding, formed partnerships to share cost and capacity, and tapped community support. The
most common strategies were folding innovations into existing programs (41%) and leveraging
partnerships forged during the grant (40%). Only 11% relied solely on fresh funding.

PROFILE OF A “SUSTAINER”

e Community-rooted providers. About 40% are licensed centers and 36% are nonprofits,
often anchored in Metro Denver or a rural Southwest hub.

e Right-sized awards. Projects with $26-50k or $101-150k awards often lasted.

e Focus on workforce and access. Sustainers concentrated on stabilizing the workforce
and widening access— frequently with a multilingual or immigrant/refugee lens.

o Built to flex. Lean core teams along with flex part-time/hourly staff absorbed enrollment
swings; new practices were embedded into everyday work.

¢ Growth in motion. Many expanded their project scope, served new populations/locations,
and continued to scale impact post-grant.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE
Keep the Ripples Moving

¢ Fund a short runway. Momentum often dips 12-24 months after the award. A short, time-
limited follow-on locks critical roles into the budget, attracts larger funders, and finishes
braiding dollars so pilots become permanent assets.

e Pair dollars with demand-driven technical assistance. This provides practical supports
that boost funding fluency and collaboration.

e Fund by ripples, not the calendar. Offer a second round of funding when a project shows it
has moved from Organization > Community > System.

¢ Fund the inner rings that make outer rings possible. Treat relationship-building, language

access, and embedded coaching as core costs.

CIRCLE showed that targeted seed dollars, placed with people, practice, and partnerships, set
ripples in motion that reach policy and return to classrooms. Today’s pilots become Colorado’s
standard: stable educators, reliable care for families, and better starts for children.



A BLUEPRINT FOR CHANGE
Community-Created, Equity-Centered

The lessons from CIRCLE offer a replicable blueprint for durable, community-led change
including:
e Centering community voice. Locally designed solutions that align with state priorities
remain relevant and easier to institutionalize.
¢ Pairing dollars with capacity support. Technical assistance, learning communities, and
flexible administration helped grantees weave new practices into daily operations, reducing
dependence on future grants.
¢ Investing in connective tissue. The strategies most associated with sustainability,
embedding within existing structures and formalizing partnerships, require modest funds
but deliberate relationship-building

CIRCLE began as a pandemic response and evolved into a blueprint for a resilient, equitable
early-childhood system. The evidence is in, the pathways are mapped, and the partners are
ready. Let's invest in what works and, together, we can come full circle.



