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Communitywide Strategic Planning and Needs 
Assessment 

 
 

... Each Early Head Start and Head Start grantee must conduct a Community 
assessment within its service area once every three years. The Community 
Assessment must include the collection and analysis of ... information about the 
grantee's Early Head Start or Head Start area.... 45CFR 1305.3(c) 
 

 
 
 

Introduction to the Process 
 

 

The Community Assessment defines the basis for determining which families the 

program serves, how and what services are delivered, hours and location of services, 

and community advocacy issues.  

 

The community assessment is 

the initial step in the strategic and 

program planning process. When 

current and complete, it can be used 

to justify program changes, strategic 

planning activities, and financial 

forecasting.  

 

Because this is such an important program document, best practice in the 

development of the community assessment is that it is completed prior to the 

development of a strategic plan and the entire management team should be involved in 

its development. 
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Data Sources  
 

Data sources for a Head Start/Early Head Start (HS/EHS) community assessment 

include public sources (Census, Labor Department, State Department of Education), 

advocacy group information sources (Children’s Defense Fund, Child Count, etc.), local 

community information (from local organizations both public and private, newspaper 

reports, interviews with community partners with specific expertise, etc.), and HS/EHS 

program data.  

 

Although there are many complex models 

for analysis of data, especially quantitative 

data, the analysis of data for a HS/EHS 

community assessment should answer the 

question, “What does this mean for our 

program?”  

 

Although the data gathering could be done by a single person or organization, the 

analysis of the data should have input from those individuals with experience and 

backgrounds in the specific fields (e.g. disabilities manager providing input into the 

disabilities section, etc.).  

 
A sometimes used site is the collection of links that have been assembled at 

delicious.com. To access it please enter http://delicious.com/ttas in your web browser 

and you will be directed to links from a variety of data sources. 
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Involving Community Partners 
 
The 2007 Head Start Act puts increased 

emphasis on the community assessment process. 

The expectation is that Head Start programs are to 

involve community partners in program planning 

to create a more holistic approach to assessing 

community needs. 

 

Critical to the process is identifying the organizations in your community that are 

key partners in providing services to your community and, specifically, to the children 

and families served by the HS/EHS program.  These will include: 

 

 Community organizations and Federal, State, and local public agencies that 
provide services to children and families 

 Family support services 
 Child abuse prevention services 
 Protective services 
 Foster care 

 Services for families in whose homes English is not the language customarily 
spoken 

 Services for children with disabilities 

 Services for homeless children   

 

All of these organization/agencies should be able to provide the Head Start program 

with data, facts, information, and/or opinions about the population served.  

 

How this information is gathered is an individual program decision: many of these 

organizations may be already involved with the HS/EHS program as contractors, 

members of Policy Council, members of the Health Services Advisory Committee or 

other advisory committees, or as members of community boards and/or committees in 

which HS/EHS staff also participates. Deciding what questions or data the HS/EHS
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program needs is the first step, followed by deciding if a phone call or meeting is the 

best venue for getting the information. Many programs have the best success with 

informal one-on-one conversations with their community 

partners. 

 

Please note that blanketing community organizations 

with questionnaires and/or surveys is not usually 

effective.  They rarely are seen as a priority, and as a 

result, information, if it comes back, is not always timely 

or in a usable format.  E-mail requests for information or 

interview questions should be clear and to the point: “As a public health nurse, what do 

you think are the three highest health issues for 3 and 4 year old children in Blue 

County?” not “What are the highest health needs of children?” 

 

It is important to remember that each organization, public or private, sees the 

community from the viewpoint of its organizational emphasis. The answer to the 

question, “What do you think our greatest community needs are?” is going to elicit a 

variety of answers specific to the organization being asked.    

 

Summarizing the results of the data collected from community partners will have to 

be completed so that the information may be incorporated into the document. You may 

wish to ask the partners to identify strengths as well as the needs of the community 

and the families they serve.  

SAMPLE



 
 

© 2010, T/TAS, WKU, JMB/JCW 
 

 

9 

Putting It All Together To Create a Community Assessment 
Document 

 
 

Although the community assessment document is primarily used as a planning 

document within the HS/EHS program, it will be read by Head Start program specialists 

at the OHS regional office, OHS monitoring reviewers, the Governing Board and Policy 

Council and, possibly shared with 

community partners and the larger 

community.  Writing the document as if 

you are explaining the community and 

the HS/EHS program to someone who 

knows neither the program nor the 

community insures that it will make sense 

to anyone who reads it. 

 

Besides being a reference document for program planning in the HS/EHS program, 

information from the community assessment can be used in other applications for 

funding from OHS and from other funding sources.  Almost all funding sources ask for 

a demonstration of need - a well-written community assessment should be a resource 

document for the Head Start/Early Head Start program.   

 




