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The Harris County Department of Economic Equity 
and Opportunity (DEEO) conceived of the Early 
Childhood Impact Fund (ECIF) in fall 2020. Funded 
primarily through the American Rescue Plan Act, 
ECIF represented a historic investment of more than 
$15 million to scale up evidence-informed programs 
serving children from birth to age 5, their caregiv-
ers, and early childhood professionals in Harris 
County, Texas. The primary goal of ECIF, which 
funded six programs for two to three years each, was 
to strengthen outcomes for young children and fami-
lies, particularly those considered vulnerable because 
of their income. This executive summary presents 
the findings of RAND’s three-year evaluation of the 
implementation of ECIF. The executive summary will 
be of interest to Harris County policymakers, includ-
ing the county judge, commissioners, those serving at 
the precinct levels, and others with stakes in the suc-
cess of early childhood initiatives in the county.

RAND’s Evaluation Approach

The purposes of our evaluation were to assess 
progress toward initiative goals and inform future 
county decisionmaking. Guided by a collaboratively 
developed theory of change, we formulated evalua-

tion questions and ten indicators to measure success 
across program selection, monitoring and supports 
for grantees, program implementation, participant 
satisfaction, and systems outcomes. Our approach 
included analysis of existing literature; program data; 
participant surveys; and interviews and focus groups 
with program leads, staff, and county administrators. 
We arrived at the indicator ratings (Figure S.1) pro-
vided in this executive summary through a process 
that involved defining thresholds, researchers provid-
ing initial independent ratings, and team discussion 
to reach consensus.

What ECIF Accomplished

ECIF achieved or partially achieved its goals, accord-
ing to the ten indicators that we developed to guide 
the evaluation (Figure S.1). 

The indicator ratings reflected the following 
key findings:

• Collectively, grantees served far more 
people than initially targeted: Collectively, 
ECIF-funded organizations far exceeded 
service delivery targets (shown in Table S.1). 
More than 30,000 children, 5,500 caregiv-
ers, and 8,500 early childhood professionals 
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FIGURE S.1

Indicators Summarizing What ECIF Accomplished

Achieved Partially achieved Not achieved

ECIF implementation success

SELECTING ORGANIZATIONS AND PROGRAMS TO FUND

Harris County . . .

Selected programs that align with Harris County needs1

Selected evidence-based programs with potential for improving early childhood outcomes2

MONITORING AND SUPPORTING PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

3 Provided effective monitoring and supports

4 Provided opportunities to strengthen the network of early childhood service providers

Harris County . . .

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

5 Expanded options for early childhood programs and services

6 Served mostly underserved and vulnerable young children and families in Harris County

7 Expanded access to professional development for early childhood professionals in Harris 
County

Grantees . . .

PERCEIVED BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS

8 Satis�ed participants with the services they provided

Grantees . . .

CONTRIBUTIONS TO BROADER BENEFITS FOR HARRIS COUNTY

9 Strengthened the network of early childhood service providers in Harris County

10 Created a pathway to sustained program implementation in Harris County

Grantees . . .

NOTE: Green, yellow, and red ratings correspond to our assessment of whether each indicator of ECIF implementation 
success was achieved, partially achieved, or not achieved. For indicators 1–4, we considered whether all (green), some 
(yellow), or none (red) of the programs selected or the supports provided met the description. For indicators 5 and 7, we 
considered whether, altogether, grantees reached or exceeded aggregated key performance indicator (KPI) targets (green), 
approached KPI targets (75–99 percent; yellow), or fell significantly short of targets (under 75 percent; red). For indicators 6 
and 8, we used the following thresholds: 75 percent or greater (green), 50–74 percent (yellow), and under 50 percent (red). 
For indicators 9 and 10, we considered whether, on the whole, respondents perceived a strongly viable (green), somewhat 
viable (yellow), or not viable (red) network of early childhood service providers or pathway to sustained program implemen-
tation in Harris County.
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received direct benefits. Programs reached all 
high-poverty ZIP codes. Many programs also 
provided wraparound supports and staff pro-
fessional development.

• Participants were generally satisfied with 
services: Surveyed participants expressed 
strong satisfaction; about 90 percent agreed 
that programs met their needs and were deliv-
ered respectfully and conveniently.

• ECIF’s broader contributions to the county 
were mixed: ECIF helped raise the profile 
of early childhood work and fostered some 
new, though limited partnerships. About 
two-thirds of grantees continued or expanded 
services after funding ended; smaller organi-
zations faced sustainability challenges.

What Grantees and DEEO Leads 
Reported Learning About Implementing 
Programs and Administering Initiatives 
in Early Childhood

From their ECIF experience, program and DEEO 
leads reported learning several key lessons:

• Recruitment was more successful when pro-
grams actively addressed barriers to access 
for vulnerable families by working with com-
munity partners and providing direct support, 
such as transportation or translation services.

• Participant feedback led to customized aspects 
that improved the programming and better 
addressed participant needs.

• Programs needed up to one year for hiring 
and integrating reporting requirements; allot-
ting sufficient time and resources would have 
helped programs scale more smoothly. 

• The grantee selection process should assess 
early childhood service providers—beyond 
the written proposal—for a clear vision of 
what they want to accomplish, capacity to 
implement their plan, articulation of assump-
tions in building their budget, and readiness 
to manage public funds.

• Grantees would have benefited from more 
proactive support from the county, greater 
flexibility and transparency, and simplified 
reporting requirements.

• KPIs do not tell the whole story, but more 
realistic and thoughtfully structured KPIs 
would have had more value for evaluating 
initiative success.

• More intentionally designed opportunities 
for early childhood service providers to learn 
and network with each other might have led to 
more collaboration that could strengthen the 
county early childhood ecosystem.

• The county could have communicated more 
clearly about the nature and duration of fund-
ing and played a stronger bridging role to 
support program sustainability beyond the 
funding period. 

TABLE S.1

ECIF-Funded Programs Exceeded Target 
Numbers

Target Actual

Children (ages 0–5) 16,616 30,456

Caregivers 1,648 5,510

(Aspiring) early childhood 
professionals

6,179 8,503

Goods and services:
Developmental screenings
Early literacy materials and 
resources
Meals

7,791
55,097

1,145,000

9,672
71,044

1,435,574
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Recommendations for County 
Administrators Interested in Supporting 
Early Childhood Initiatives 

ECIF successfully expanded access and built some 
momentum for early childhood services in Harris 
County. The initiative demonstrated that public 
investment can expand early childhood supports 
for families and access to professional development 
for early childhood professionals. At the same time, 
the initiative highlighted system barriers—chiefly 
timelines, administrative complexity, and uncertain 
post-grant continuation—that county leaders could 
address in future investments. We suggest the follow-
ing actions:

• Simplify oversight and reporting 
requirements—and provide technical 
assistance—to lower the burden on grantees.

• Plan evaluation data collection alongside 
program implementation to support accurate 
assessment of initiative impact.

• Formalize and measure progress toward goals 
for networking and collaboration among 
grantees and potentially other early childhood 
organizations in the county.

• Plan for sustainability of programming and 
organizational capacity from day one.

• Invest in county-level data infrastructure to 
support evaluation of long-term outcomes and 
system-level change.
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professionals. We assess what ECIF accomplished 
and present lessons learned by program imple-
menters and DEEO leads. This executive summary 
should be of interest to Harris County policymakers, 
including the county judge, commissioners, those 
serving at the precinct levels, and others with stakes 
in the success of early childhood initiatives in the 
county. The findings and conclusions are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect positions 
or policies of the funders.

ABOUT THIS EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

We present findings from RAND’s three-year imple-
mentation evaluation of the Early Childhood Impact 
Fund (ECIF) in Harris County, Texas, conceived 
of by the Harris County Department of Economic 
Equity and Opportunity (DEEO) in fall 2020. 
Funded primarily through the American Rescue 
Plan Act Coronavirus State and Local Fiscal Recov-
ery Funds, ECIF represented a historic county-level 
investment of more than $15 million to scale up 
evidence-informed programs serving children from 
birth to age 5, their caregivers, and early childhood 
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RAND Education, Employment, and Infrastructure 

This work was conducted in RAND Education, Employment, and Infrastructure, a division of 
RAND that aims to improve educational opportunity, economic prosperity, and civic life for 
all. For more information, visit www.rand.org/eei or email EEI@rand.org. 
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