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Dear reader,
Slingshot Memphis aims to create a demonstrable reduction in poverty by promoting a results-driven poverty-fighting 
ecosystem. To accomplish this mission, Slingshot performs three critical functions.
First, Slingshot helps identify which nonprofit organizations have the evidence or potential to create the most poverty-
fighting impact. Some of these organizations, like Porter-Leath, become Investee Partners of Slingshot. 
Second, Slingshot supports its Investee Partners as they maximize their poverty-fighting impact. We use the Slingshot 
Impact Assessment to evaluate Investees’ performance on four dimensions: benefit-cost ratio, use of best practices, 
measurement infrastructure, and systems-level change. 
In addition to determining a partner’s poverty-fighting impact, the Slingshot Impact Assessment identifies core strengths 
and opportunities for growth. The purpose of this report is to share the results of the Slingshot Impact Assessment for 
Porter-Leath. 
When we identify what works, we celebrate it. When we discover what isn’t working, or what could work better, we 
provide concrete recommendations on ways to increase effectiveness and impact.
Third, Slingshot invests in its high-impact partners. Slingshot’s funding decisions are based on a partner’s poverty-fighting 
impact, the needs of the partner organization, the emergence of promising new partner organizations who compete for 
limited funding, and the overall availability of capital. 
Slingshot is not a silver bullet. There isn’t one. Our team does not have all the answers. Although we strive to assess, 
support, and fund our partners with the utmost objectivity, we are still developing and testing our evidence-based 
approach. Thus, we need your feedback. Over time, this will enable us to reduce our margin of error. 
The following report is not the end of our work with Porter-Leath - it is really just the beginning. Porter-Leath’s willingness 
to be transparent is something to celebrate. Over time, this transparency will help other organizations maximize their 
poverty-fighting impact. In order to create a better quality of life for our under-resourced neighbors, it is incumbent upon 
all of us - funders and fighters - to maximize our poverty-fighting impact.
Together, we can address the systems and structures that impair the quality of life for our under-resourced neighbors. 
Together, we can help promote a results-driven poverty-fighting ecosystem. 

Respectfully,

Team Slingshot 
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Executive Summary

• Since its founding in 1850, Porter-Leath has helped ensure that at-risk children and their families achieve a 
healthy, optimal, and independent lifestyle.

• Porter-Leath works in two broad areas: early childhood and social services. This assessment focuses on 
the former.

• Slingshot Memphis defines “impact on poverty” as an improvement in future earnings and/or health.
• The Slingshot Impact Assessment evaluated Porter-Leath on four dimensions: estimated benefit-cost ratio, 

use of best practices, measurement infrastructure, and systems-level change.
– Porter-Leath’s estimated benefit-cost ratio is very strong, indicating that Porter-Leath generates benefits 

for its children and families that substantially exceed the cost to create those benefits.
– Porter-Leath’s use of best practices is very strong, indicating a best-in-class approach to program 

design and implementation. 
– Porter-Leath’s measurement infrastructure is very strong, meaning the organization rigorously collects, 

stores, and analyzes data for the purpose of growing its impact and improving its effectiveness.
– Porter-Leath’s systems-level change is very strong, indicating that the organization shows compelling 

evidence of city, county, and state-wide systems-level change.
• Porter-Leath’s performance and impact exceeds expectations on several fronts. In many ways, Porter-

Leath is a model for the nonprofit community in Memphis and beyond.
• Porter-Leath has several opportunities for growth, including expanding its existing Teacher Excellence 

Program to improve the quality of instruction locally, collecting long-term outcomes data for children 
supported by early home visitations, and applying a benefit-cost lens to strategic planning regarding 
expansion of services. 
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Introduction
Slingshot Impact Assessment overview
This report is Slingshot Memphis’ objective third-party impact assessment 
of Porter-Leath. The Slingshot Impact Assessment provides a perspective 
on a nonprofit’s poverty-fighting impact. 

Comprised of four dimensions – Benefit-cost Ratio, Use of Best 
Practices, Measurement Infrastructure, and Systems-level Change 
(detailed in Figure 1) – this evidence-based assessment estimates 
nonprofit impact by evaluating the breadth of an organization’s 
capabilities and results. Slingshot Memphis defines “impact on poverty” as 
an improvement in a person’s future earnings and/or health.
There are several purposes and uses of the assessment:
• Objectively assess the quality and impact of partners’ poverty-

fighting work
• Enhance understanding of partners’ impact across multiple 

dimensions
• Establish context and a basis for conversation with Slingshot 

partners about the impact of their work
• Identify potential opportunities for growth and areas for 

collaboration between Slingshot and its partners
• Assess partners over time with regular updates to the assessment

Report roadmap
This report proceeds in seven parts. The Introduction provides an 
overview of the Memphis poverty landscape and Porter-Leath’s services, 
including a theoretical model of how Porter-Leath creates impact. We 
synthesize Porter-Leath’s performance on the assessment into a Ratings 
Overview. This is followed by an in-depth discussion of Porter-Leath’s 
performance on each of the four dimensions. The report concludes with 
opportunities for growth.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure

Dimension Description

Benefit-cost 
Ratio

Estimates the benefits created by a 
partner organization for the people it 
serves relative to the cost of creating 
those benefits

Figure 1. Slingshot Impact Assessment Dimensions

Use of best 
practices

Determines the extent to which best 
practices exist in the area(s) served by 
a particular partner and if that partner 
is adhering to those practices

Measurement 
infrastructure

Evaluates if a partner has sound 
practices and processes for 
collecting, storing, and analyzing 
program and outcomes data as it 
relates to fighting poverty

Systems-level 
change

Assesses the extent to which a 
partner organization is able to create 
poverty-fighting change in the 
community beyond the individuals 
and families that it directly serves
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Poverty and inequity
The American South experiences higher rates of poverty and 
income inequality relative to the rest of the nation. The Hamilton 
Project, an economic policy initiative launched in 2006 by the non-
partisan Brookings Institution, refers to this as geographic 
inequality, as location disproportionately affects people of color that 
have historically lived in the area.1 In Tennessee, poverty rates for 
adults and children are 16 percent and 24 percent respectively, 
compared to 12 percent and 17 percent nationally.2

Memphis, the state’s second largest city, has poverty rates that are 
higher across almost all dimensions when compared to the nation 
as a whole.3 There are pockets in Memphis where poverty rates 
are four to five times higher than national averages.4 In 2018, 
poverty rates for the city’s largest number of citizens, non-Hispanic 
blacks, rose to 34 percent.5

The child poverty rate in Memphis remains persistently high at 45 
percent, a trend that shows no sign of abating.6 In Memphis, 
67,000 children live in households with incomes below the federal 
poverty line, which is $25,750 for a family of four with two adults 
and two children.7 Children raised in poverty are more likely to be 
poor as adults, with the probability rising the longer a child lives in 
poverty. They are also less likely to graduate from high school or 
pursue secondary studies. Approximately 30 percent of high school

graduates in Tennessee who go directly into the workforce are 
unable to rise above the federal poverty level for a single person.8

Education
High-quality early-childhood education facilitates an important 
pathway out of poverty. The successful outcomes associated with 
investing in children at an early age have been widely researched. 
These results have positioned pre-kindergarten as the beginning of 
a child’s formal education and part of the kindergarten through 
twelfth grade education continuum.9 The state of Tennessee 
Department of Education (TDOE) has identified vast gaps in student 
readiness that exist before students enter kindergarten. For this 
reason, the TDOE has called on school systems to increase 
support for programs that serve children from birth to age four, 
establishing a solid foundation for learning.10

Strengthening early literacy in particular has been called out as a 
major catalyst for student success in subsequent areas of 
academic performance. Only 24 percent of third graders in the 
Shelby County School System were reading at grade level in 
2018.11 National data show that children who are not reading 
proficiently by third grade are four times less likely than their peers 
to graduate from high school by age 19.12

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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The cost of private preschool is often a barrier for under-resourced 
families. To increase access of four-year-old children to quality pre-
kindergarten classrooms for under-resourced children, the state of 
Tennessee launched the Voluntary Pre-K (VPK) program in 2005. 
Today, VPK funds 934 classrooms and serves 18,354 children 
across the State of Tennessee.13  There are approximately 13,804 
four-year-old children in Shelby County.14

Given the elevated levels of childhood poverty in Memphis, local 
government - city and county - are supporting existing federal and 
state-funded pre-kindergarten classrooms with additional funding, 
thus increasing greater access to universal, needs-based pre-
kindergarten in Shelby County. These time-sensitive investments 
are invaluable; yet, many children continue to be left out, 
particularly three-year-old children. The long-term ramifications are 
alarming as the achievement gap for most of these children will 
persist into adulthood. Proper funding would position excellent 
programs like Porter-Leath to expand its services, helping solve for 
this most urgent challenge. 
Porter-Leath

Porter-Leath’s mission is to empower children and families to 
achieve healthy, optimal, and independent lifestyles. What started 
as a safe haven for widows and orphans in the 1850s is now the 
largest provider of early-childhood services in Shelby County. 
Through programs that include early-childhood and parent 
education, residential services, foster and adoptive services, 
Porter-Leath employs a holistic approach, helping families 
strengthen their well-being, relationships, and overall quality of life.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Introduction: Impact Tree Methodology

What is an impact tree?

How should one read an impact tree?
Start with the column labeled “Programs.” This 
shows how outputs are transformed into outcomes 
that then lead to impact.

Why is an impact tree useful?

How can Porter-Leath use its impact trees?

An impact tree is a tool to help us understand the 
potential poverty-fighting impact of a nonprofit 
organization’s program(s) and how that impact is 
achieved.
Components of an impact tree include:
• Programs: activities and services provided to 

participants by the organization
• Outputs: direct results of program activities
• Outcomes: benefits or changes that result from 

the program
• Impact: the change that happened solely due to 

the program(s) in question
At Slingshot, we consider only poverty-related 
outcomes.

• Helps us break down and comprehend Porter-
Leath’s potential impact on poverty in simpler 
terms

• Ensures that we understand all of Porter-Leath’s 
programs, outputs, and outcomes

• Equips us to appreciate the potential poverty-
fighting impact of various programs

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure

• Theory of change: Map its programs’ theoretical 
impact onto the intended impact of its program 
model

• Program innovation: Brainstorm new 
interventions and avenues for impact

• Impact tracking: Identify potential new areas for 
data collection and measurement 

• Communication: Provide guidance for 
discussions with stakeholders and the 
community
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Introduction: Impact Tree and Research Overview
Impact tree highlights
The impact trees prepared for Porter-Leath’s programs are 
intended to show the poverty-fighting impact that the programs 
could be creating in the community. In that sense, they are 
theoretical models of how Porter-Leath fights poverty by improving 
earnings and/or health.
The specific outcomes attributed to Porter-Leath’s programs are 
based on third-party research about identical or similar programs, 
as well as the stated goals of the programs themselves.

In order to make the jump from a theoretical appreciation of impact 
to an actual estimation of it, it is necessary to identify specific 
impact chains, or individual branches of the impact tree, where 
there is sufficient partner data or third-party research to estimate 
impact. For the purposes of this report, several impact chains are 
highlighted.
An extensive volume of rigorous academic research confirms that 
high-quality early-childhood education creates substantial benefits 
for under-resourced children. The subsequent sections will detail 
the theoretical outcomes and impact created by Porter-Leath’s 
programs and services.
Program overview
Porter-Leath provides a variety of programs to the community that 
are primarily focused on the health and wellbeing of children and 
their families. Its main programs include:

• Cornerstone: an early-childhood home-visitation program for 
pregnant mothers and parenting families with children birth age 
to five 

• Early Head Start: a program of the United States Department of 
Health and Human Services offering home-based family services 
and onsite educational programs for under-resourced pregnant 

mothers and their children from birth to age three
• Pre-school: wraparound services including health and 

developmental screenings, nutritional counseling, and in-home 
family support in partnership with the Achievement School 
District, select charter schools, and Shelby County Schools

• Head Start: a program of the United States Department of 
Health and Human Services providing comprehensive early-
childhood education, health, nutrition for under-resourced 
children ages three and four

• Books from Birth: an affiliate of Dolly Parton’s Imagination 
Library that provides age-appropriate books for all children from 
birth to age five

• Generations: a local adaptation of the national, Foster 
Grandparent and Retired Senior Volunteer (RSVP) programs

• Connections: residential, foster care, Level 2 Continuum (Foster 
Home and Residential) and Respite Care 

• Teacher Excellence Program: helping professionalize the work of  
early childhood education by providing professional 
development that strengthens educators’ skillset and classroom 
practices.

Slingshot Memphis focused its impact assessment on the first four 
programs listed above. Because of the similarity of the programs, in 
particular the age group of children they serve, Slingshot prepared 
two impact trees. The first combines Cornerstone and Early Head 
Start, as they both target parents and children from birth to age 
three. The second tree focuses on children aged three and four in 
Head Start and pre-kindergarten. Ensuring children start school 
ready to learn is the main purpose of these early-childhood 
interventions.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Introduction: Impact Tree and Research Overview

15. Heckman, J. et. al. (2017) “An Analysis of the Memphis Nurse Family Partnership Program.” National Bureau of Economic Research. Working paper 23610.
16. Johnson, R. C., & Schoeni, R. F. (2011). The Influence of Early-Life Events on Human Capital, Health Status, and Labor Market Outcomes Over the Life Course(). The B.E. 

Journal of Economic Analysis & Policy, 11(3), 2521.
17. Rincon, P. et al (2018) Effectiveness of a Positive Parental Practices Training Program for Chilean Preschoolers’ Families: A Randomized Controlled Trial. Front. Psychol. 

9:1751.
18. Hart, B., and Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young American children. Baltimore, MD, US: Paul H Brookes Publishing.
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Cornerstone and Early Head Start
Cornerstone is a Porter-Leath initiative that brings home-visiting 
professionals to coach under-resourced pregnant mothers and at 
risk families on how to best support their child’s healthy 
development. Throughout the 2018-2019 fiscal year, 140 prenatal 
mothers were enrolled in Cornerstone and EHS prenatal program. 
Pregnant mothers receive pertinent information to help ensure a 
healthy pregnancy and birth outcome.
Avoiding low birth weight is widely shown to have substantial 
downstream effects that have beneficial educational, earnings, and 
health impacts.15 Low birth weight infants are more likely to 
experience ongoing health problems like heart disease, 
hypertension, and general poor health.16 Additional research has 
shown that home visitations have the potential to foster a positive 
child development environment in the home. This includes 
providing training and promoting positive parental practices that 
can result in lower incidents of physical punishment and increased 
parental involvement.17

An extension of the nationally recognized Head Start program, 
Early Head Start (EHS) is a federally-funded program operated by 
Porter-Leath that works with under-resourced families and their 
children from birth to age three. 

This dual generation program supports parents to achieve self-
sufficiency while promoting the physical, cognitive, social, and 
emotional development of infants and toddlers.
For this age group, Porter-Leath has introduced Language 
Environment Analysis (LENA) technology tools, which are helping 
maximize conversational turns between teacher and child. LENA 
was developed out of the landmark Hart-Risley study, which found 
under-resourced children hear fewer words and have fewer 
conversational turns than better-resourced children.18 Subsequent 
studies have suggested that early intervention to improve exposure 
to language and increase conversational turns can positively impact 
a child’s development.19

Both Cornerstone and Early Head Start could improve participants’ 
earnings and health through several pathways. First, the programs 
enhance a mother’s health during pregnancy and increase the 
likelihood of having a healthy birth. Improved parenting skills 
contribute to a child’s mental health and well being.20 Each of these 
benefits are linked to outcomes that improve a child’s future 
earnings and health over the course of their life.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Introduction: Impact Tree and Research Overview

21. Reynolds, A. et. al, (2010) Carolina Abecedarian Project. Childhood Programs in the First Decade of Life: A Human Capital Integration. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press.

22. Ibid
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Head Start and Pre-Kindergarten
Head Start is a widely-recognized federal initiative that promotes 
school readiness for children ages three and four from low-income 
families. Launched in 1965 as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s 
War on Poverty, Head Start was created to address the 
achievement gap that occurs when under-resourced families 
cannot access high-quality pre-kindergarten schooling. 
Porter-Leath is contracted by Shelby County Schools to provide 
Head Start programming in in two primary settings. The first is in 
Porter-Leath owned and operated early childhood facilities. The 
second is in Head Start-funded pre-kindergarten classrooms run 
by the Shelby County School system but taught by Porter-Leath
teachers. Porter-Leath provides full service head start services for 
1,560 children.  

Head Start includes learning experiences for children, training for 
parents and a series of wraparound support that include health 
screenings, dental check ups and family support services. 
In addition to providing full service head start to the children noted 
above, Porter-Leath also provides head start wraparound support 
for an additional 1,640 Head Start students in the Shelby County 
School system.  These same wrap around services are also 
provided to another 2,560 pre-kindergarten children that are part of 
the Achievement School District, and select charter schools. 
Most of Porter-Leath’s estimated benefits are created by the full-
service Head Start programming provided directly by Porter-Leath. 

High quality pre-kindergarten improves literacy and kindergarten 
readiness, which are associated with higher levels of high school 
graduation and educational attainment. Children participating in 
Head Start have been shown to have a 10 percentage-point higher 
high school graduation rate than similar children in a control group 
who were not in Head Start and did not receive pre-kindergarten.21

Research suggests that increased high school graduation rates 
lead to increased earnings and improved health later in life.22

In addition to curriculum that targets pre-kindergarten-aged 
children, Head Start students receive increased health care 
screenings, more dental examinations, and have higher 
immunization rates than their peers.23

Lastly, strengthening parent-child relationships through improved 
parenting skills are a determinant of social and emotional health.24

Taken together, these services can improve children’s health.
Conclusion
Porter-Leath’s early-childhood programs can create impact along a 
number of dimensions. In the subsequent benefit-cost ratio section, 
Slingshot estimates the monetized value of the benefits Porter-
Leath creates relative to the cost of creating those benefits. This 
involves breaking down the impact trees branch-by-branch into 
specific impact chains which are then assigned a monetary value.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Introduction: Cornerstone and Early Head Start Impact Tree
Ratings Overview Use of Best 

Practices
Systems-level 

Change
Opportunities for 

GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 
Infrastructure
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Introduction: Head Start and Pre-K Impact Tree
Ratings Overview Use of Best 

Practices
Systems-level 

Change
Opportunities for 

GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 
Infrastructure
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Ratings Overview: Porter-Leath
Ratings Overview Use of Best 

Practices
Systems-level 

Change
Opportunities for 

GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 
Infrastructure

Lack of sufficient 
research in focus 
area to support 
confident 
estimation of 
benefit

Indiscernible best 
practices or 
insufficient data 
on partner’s 
practices

Unclear what 
measurement 
infrastructure is 
most relevant for 
area of focus

Insufficient data 
to determine 
systems-level 
change

Unclear

Costs exceed 
estimated 
benefits 

Practices 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

Measurement 
practices 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

Systems-level 
change 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

Negative

Estimated 
benefits and 
costs similar 

Limited or no 
evidence for use 
of best practices

Limited or no 
measurement 
infrastructure; 
limited or no use 
to improve 
impact

Limited or no 
evidence for 
creation of 
systems-level 
change

At least neutral

Estimated 
benefits exceed 
costs

Some evidence 
for use of best 
practices and 
better practices 
are developing

Sufficient aspects 
of measurement 
infrastructure 
exist

Some evidence 
for the creation of 
systems-level 
change

At least strong

Estimated 
benefits 
substantially 
exceed costs

Current best 
practices are 
consistently 
followed

Robust 
measurement 
system used to 
understand and 
improve impact

Compelling 
evidence of 
systems-level 
change

Very strong

Benefit-cost 
ratio

Use of best 
practices

Measurement
infrastructure

Systems-
level change

Dimensions
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Ratings Overview: Porter-Leath
Benefit-cost ratio
Rating: Very strong – Estimated benefits exceed costs
Slingshot estimates that Porter-Leath creates benefits for its participants well in excess of the costs expended to create those benefits. The 
majority of the benefits come in the form of increased future earnings for full-service Head Start students, relative to similar children who do not 
attend school at this age. 

Use of best practices
Rating: Very strong – Current best practices are consistently followed
Slingshot found strong evidence that Porter-Leath consistently follows research-based best practices that align with the Head Start Early 
Learning Framework. Its centers are accredited by the National Association for the Education of Young Children and its Teacher Excellence 
Program provides personalized professional development for early-childhood teachers throughout the county.

Measurement infrastructure
Rating: Very strong – Robust measurement system used to understand and improve impact
Porter-Leath has strong measurement policies, practices, and platforms. Both organizational and programmatic decisions are data informed. It
collects a variety of data on participants, programs, and outcomes using well-designed measurement instruments. Its data are stored securely 
and are regularly leveraged for analysis and insights.

Systems-level change
Rating: Very strong – Compelling evidence of systems-level change
Slingshot found evidence that Porter-Leath creates systems-level change by advocating for increased resources for universal needs-based 
pre-kindergarten, promoting greater collaboration with service providers in the early-childhood sector, and improving outcomes for children 
and families beyond its programs (e.g., Teacher Excellence Program). 

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Benefit-cost Ratio: Summary of Evidence

Overview
The benefit-cost ratio estimates the benefits created by a partner 
organization for the people it serves relative to the cost of creating 
those benefits. The benefits described here accrue to an individual 
or family in the form of improved future earnings and/or health.
Our estimates consider only private benefits to the individuals 
affected, not any societal benefits like cost savings to taxpayers. 
While we do not yet include societal benefits in our estimates, we 
recognize the importance and magnitude of them.
Summary of evidence
Slingshot rates Porter-Leath’s benefit-cost ratio as very strong, 
meaning that estimated benefits substantially exceed costs. Within 
the early-childhood programming we assessed, our analysis 
suggests Head Start and prekindergarten programs create the 
majority of estimated benefits and thus drive Porter-Leath’s 
benefit-cost ratio.
Porter-Leath provides a wide variety of services to the children and 
families it serves through programs like Head Start, Pre-
kindergarten, Early Head Start, Books from Birth, Connections, 

Cornerstone, Generations, and the Teacher Excellence Program.
Porter-Leath creates poverty-fighting outcomes for both children 
and parents alike. For under-resourced children, a solid academic 
foundation from high-quality pre-kindergarten leads to increased
income and a higher quality of life in adulthood. It also reduces the 
likelihood of future arrest and the resulting decrease in earnings.
Porter-Leath removes barriers to employment for parents by 
providing access to a full day of care for their children, thus 
promoting increased earnings. It also saves parents money by 
providing high-quality pre-school at no cost to them.
Porter-Leath’s wraparound services help reduce stress and 
improve parenting skills which is associated with decreased child 
abuse and increased quality of life.
Porter-Leath has an opportunity to grow its already impressive 
poverty-fighting impact in the community. It could do so by 
expanding its existing home visitation services and Early Head Start 
program. Porter-Leath can also consider opportunities to focus its 
investments on programs that are shown to create the largest 
impact at the lowest relative cost. 

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure

Lack of sufficient 
research in focus 
area to support 
confident 
estimation of 
benefit

Unclear

Costs exceed 
estimated 
benefits 

Negative

Estimated 
benefits and 
costs similar 

At least neutral

Estimated 
benefits exceed 
costs

At least strong

Estimated 
benefits 
substantially 
exceed costs

Very strong

Benefit-cost 
ratio

Dimensions
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Benefit-cost Ratio: Description of Evidence
Introduction
In this section we will go into greater detail about the methodology 
underlying our estimates of impact for Porter-Leath’s programs.
Generally speaking, our estimates begin with collecting individual, 
program, and output data from our partner. We then divide the 
impact tree into individual branches called impact chains. Each 
impact chain connects the number of people who participate in a 
program, to those successfully treated, to the outcomes achieved, 
to how those outcomes affect earnings and/or health.

We also apply discounts to account for various counterfactuals. 
Slingshot defines a counterfactual situation as what would have 
occurred in the absence of our partner’s programs. These 
discounts include the percent of participants who could have 
achieved an outcome on their own (i.e., without assistance) or 
through some other program, as well as the state of earnings or 
health that would have existed were it not for the intervention. 
Further, we take into account ecosystem discounts, based on the 
extent to which other organizations or interventions contributed to 
the desired outcome. If benefits accrue in the future, we make 
adjustments to calculate the present day value of these future 
benefits.
We apply the above discounts and adjustments in order to 
estimate the actual impact on participants that occurs solely due to 
Porter-Leath’s programs and not other factors, like individual 
characteristics, expected outcomes, and other programs.
Finally, the following estimates were produced using data from 
Porter-Leath. When possible we use two years worth of data to 
smooth out cyclical fluctuations.

Program overview
This analysis estimated the poverty-fighting impact of four of 
Porter-Leath’s programs:
• Cornerstone
• Early Head Start
• Head Start
• Pre-kindergarten
The benefits created by each program vary substantially and are 
primarily influenced by the type of benefit conferred and the 
number of clients served.
Given the relatively small size of participants in Cornerstone and 
Early Head Start, most of the estimated benefits come from the 
Porter-Leath taught Head Start and pre-kindergarten classrooms. 
As such, the impact chains associated with these programs will be 
the focus of this analysis. In addition, we have captured the impact 
generated by the wrap around services provided throughout 
Shelby County. These impact chains aggregate improvements in 
students’ future earnings and quality of life. 
Head Start and Pre-kindergarten

Head Start and pre-kindergarten programs both increase school 
readiness which is then associated with increased high school 
graduation rates. High school graduation is then linked to improved 
earnings over an individual’s career.
Slingshot found that 1,992 children ages 3 and 4 directly taught by 
Porter-Leath will earn over $14 million in increased income due to 
enhanced high school graduation rates.
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To estimate this benefit, we first looked at the expected increase in 
high school graduation rates for children participating in quality pre-
kindergarten programs. The landmark Chicago Longitudinal Study 
of preschool programs found an increase in high school graduation 
rates of at least 10 percentage points for children participating in 
those programs.25

We attribute a $13,427 value in increased annual earnings due to 
graduating from high school. This increase is applied over a 35-
year time horizon with a 16-year delay to account for the current 
age of the student and the time until they enter the labor market. 
Finally, we acknowledge that in the absence of Porter-Leath’s 
programs, 90 percent of the children served would not have 
access to quality, early-childhood programming. Brought to the 
present value, these considerations generate an individual benefit 
of $7,000.
These same children are expected to receive another $4 million in 
improved health benefits from graduating from high school.
Slingshot uses the quality-adjusted life year (QALY) metric to 
estimate the dollar value of these health benefits. One QALY is 
equivalent to one healthy year of life and is assumed to be worth 
$50,000. We recognize there are many other ways to do this.
The increase in QALY from obtaining a high school degree is also 
extended over thirty-five years. Brought to the present value, these 
considerations generate an individual benefit worth over $2,000.

Finally, we estimate that participating in a high-quality preschool is 
associated with a 35 percent decrease in juvenile delinquency.26 It 
is estimated that 21 percent of black male teens are arrested per 
year, and approximately half of Porter-Leath students are black 
boys. Averting arrest and a conviction avoids a loss of 20 percent 
of lifetime earnings.27

Taking these facts into consideration, and again discounting for 
counterfactuals and other factors, Slingshot estimates a $2 million 
benefit from avoiding juvenile arrest.

For parents, having their children attend Head Start or pre-
kindergarten services can potentially increase their earnings. By 
providing access to a cost effective, safe, and enriching pre-
kindergarten environment during working hours, Porter-Leath is 
helping to remove childcare barriers that often encumber a parent’s 
ability to secure and maintain employment. Porter-Leath estimates 
that 50 percent of the parents whose children are enrolled in Head 
Start are unemployed.
Slingshot estimates that approximately 15 percent of these parents 
will gain employment because their children have access to a full 
day of high-quality pre-kindergarten.28 Taking into consideration 
that many of these parents are single mothers, Slingshot uses a 
conservative estimate of $21,000 in earnings for women with a high 
school diploma.29 All together, Slingshot estimates that parents’ 
annual earnings increase by a total value of $2.5 million dollars.

25. The Chicago Longitudinal Study (CLS) is a federally-funded investigation of the effects of an early and extensive childhood intervention in central-city Chicago called the 
Child-Parent Center (CPC) Program. The study began in 1986 to investigate the effects of government-funded kindergarten programs for 1,539 children in the Chicago 
Public Schools. The study is now in its 20th year of operation. 

26. Reynolds, A. et al. (2002). Age 21 cost-benefit analysis of the Title I Chicago Child-Parent Centers. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 24(4), 267-303.
27. Shelby County. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Memphis, Tennessee.
28. Matthews, H. (2006). “Child care assistance helps families work: A review of the effects of subsidy receipt on employment.” Center for Law and Social Policy. Washington, 

DC.
29. Statistical Atlas. Median earnings by educational attainment. Data pulled from US Census bureau.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure



Porter-Leath  |  Slingshot Memphis  |  19

Wraparound Services 
In addition to teaching Head Start and pre-kindergarten children, 
Porter-Leath also provides wraparound services to 6,513 children 
in Early Head Start, Head Start and pre-kindergarten. These 
services include providing parents with a Family Service Worker 
(FSW) to help with parent-child engagement, case management, 
and health services for the family. 
Among the benefits of these services is an estimated decrease in 
the rate of child abuse, from 10 to 5 percent.30 In Memphis, the 
counterfactual rate of child abuse is 12 percent.31 When 
aggregated over time and brought into present value, the reduction 
in child abuse is associated with $24,000 in benefits from improved 
health and reduced health care costs per child. As such, this 
service generates a total increase in health and cost savings of $8 
million dollars.
Slingshot also estimated that 33 percent of parents attending a 
high-quality parenting program will improve their parenting skills. 
This is in turn enhances the future health of children by an average 
of 0.02 QALY.32 These improvements in health are valued at a total 
of $2 million dollars.
Porter-Leath reports that 3,539 Head Start students have 
increased access to ongoing health care as a result of wraparound 
services of which 84 percent are up to date with annual screenings. 
Slingshot estimates the value of a year of medical care increases 
the health status of under-resourced patients by 0.07 QALY.33 The 
estimated health impact is approximately $2,400 per child annually, 
for an additional $8 million in increased health benefits.

Conclusions and opportunities for growth
Porter-Leath is a key provider of services to under-resourced 
children and families. Slingshot would like to celebrate their impact 
and continued strength in the benefit-cost ratio dimension of this 
assessment.
In our valuation, Slingshot made an effort to calculate the estimated 
value of Porter-Leath’s full-service Head Start initiatives as well as 
the larger wraparound services provided to pre-kindergarten 
children in partnership with the Shelby County School System, 
Achievement School District, and charter schools. These estimates 
do not reflect the additional contributions made by Porter-Leath to 
the larger, early-childhood ecosystem in Memphis by helping to 
elevate and improve the quality of program delivery through various 
initiatives including the Teacher Excellence Program.

Slingshot sees an opportunity for Porter-Leath to grow the number 
of families and children served through home visitation 
programming and Early Head Start services. In Memphis, there 
exists a paucity of services supporting under-resourced, pregnant 
mothers and children ages birth to age three. With increasing 
understanding of the importance of supporting this particular 
segment, Porter-Leath has an opportunity to have an even greater 
impact on the children of Memphis.
As Porter-Leath determines where to invest its resources, the 
organization can make benefit-cost ratio one of the dimensions it 
uses to evaluate its options. Porter-Leath can also consider 
opportunities to focus its investment on programs that are shown 
to create the largest impact at the lowest relative cost. Lastly, 
Porter-Leath could explore opportunities for outside partnerships 
with high-quality service providers.

30. Reynolds, A. et al. (2002). Age 21 cost-benefit analysis of the Title I Chicago Child-Parent Centers. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 24(4), 267-303.
31. Aos, S. et al (2004). Benefits and Costs of Prevention and Early Intervention Programs for Youth. Washington State Institute for Public Policy. Olympia, WA
32. Webster-Stratton, C. (2005). The Incredible Years: A Training Series for the Prevention and Treatment of Conduct Problems in Young Children.
33. Muennig, P et al. (2005). Estimations of the Health Benefits produced by Robin Hood Foundation Grants Recipients. Report to Robin Hood. Robinhood Foundation. New 

York. 
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For programs that demonstrate lower benefit-cost ratios, Porter-
Leath might consider program model adjustments that could 
augment their impact. They may also consider how these programs 
enable the impact of the organization’s highest impact programs. If 
these lower impact program models cannot be improved and do 
not facilitate the success of high-impact programs, Porter-Leath
could consider scaling back these programs. This decision is safest 
if Porter-Leath can identify another partner organization in Memphis 
as a referral partner who is capable of providing the program in a 
high-impact state. Otherwise, it could make sense for Porter-Leath
to continue the program in order to meet a pressing need.
Porter-Leath’s could consider exploring opportunities to strike high-
impact partnerships to augment its service delivery and narrow its 
focus. 

Porter-Leath has an influential position in Memphis’ human services 
ecosystem, and it is capable of moving the Memphis market to 
meet the needs of Memphis’ families. Porter-Leath can create a 
network of close-in partners that provide tailored, high-impact 
services to under-resourced families in Memphis. This would allow 
multiple agencies to specialize within their areas of expertise while 
broadening access to services for its beneficiaries.
Slingshot is excited to help Porter-Leath brainstorm ways to take 
advantage of these opportunities for growth.
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Use of Best Practices: Summary of Evidence

Overview
The use of best practices assessment is intended to help Slingshot 
determine the extent to which best practices exist in the area(s) 
served by a particular partner and if that partner is adhering to 
those practices.
Best practices are determined by independent research, ideally by 
comparing the outcomes produced by a given program or model 
to those produced by similar models.
In the absence of researched best practices, other considerations 
within this dimension include the extent to which a partner follows 
an existing model with fidelity, offers training and professional 
development opportunities to its staff, and is itself evaluated by an 
outside organization.
Summary of evidence

Slingshot rates Porter-Leath as very strong in its use of best 
practices. This indicates that the programs assessed are following 
research-based models that create impact, as verified by rigorous 
academic research.

Slingshot found evidence that the curriculum for both Early Head 
Start and Head Start are aligned with the Early Learning Outcomes 
Framework.
Further, Porter-Leath’s centers are accredited by the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children, a hallmark of 
quality early-childhood education.
Slingshot found further evidence that Porter-Leath has robust 
performance tracking and improvement processes that engage 
parents, teachers, and administrative staff throughout the 
organization.
Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program stands out for 
providing in-depth and personalized professional development for 
early-childhood teachers. There is an opportunity to expand this 
program to more teachers throughout Shelby County.

Given Porter-Leath’s role as a leader in its field, there are also 
opportunities for the organization to help improve early-childhood 
education in Memphis by promoting teacher certification, and 
aiming to gather student performance data in real time. 

Use of best 
practices

Dimensions Unclear

Indiscernible best 
practices or 
insufficient data 
on partner’s 
practices

Negative

Practices 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

At least neutral

Limited or no 
evidence for use 
of best practices

At least strong

Some evidence 
for use of best 
practices and 
better practices 
are developing

Very strong

Current best 
practices are 
consistently 
followed
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Use of Best Practices: Description of Evidence

34. Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2019) Issue Brief: Parent Education to Strengthen Families and Prevent Child Maltreatment. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau.

35. Pfannenstiel, P. & Zigler, E. (2007) The Parents as Teachers program: its impact on school readiness and later school achievement. A Research Study. Parents as 
Teachers National Center. St. Louis, Missouri.

Context and overview
Slingshot’s use of best practices assessment investigates the 
degree to which an organization adheres to best practices across 
its programs. Two conditions are necessary for Slingshot to 
designate a program or program element as adhering to best 
practices. First, a best practice standard must exist for the 
program. We determine best practice standards by identifying 
high-quality academic research that demonstrates a program 
model is more effective than other similar researched models. 
Second, an organization must implement the program with fidelity, 
such that we have confidence that its participants are benefitting 
from the effective elements of the program.
We also assess an organization’s performance management and 
improvement process, i.e., the extent to which it has a robust 
feedback loop used for programmatic improvement. Finally, if a 
program is innovating on top of an established program model, and 
doing so with rigor and objectivity, the program can still conform to 
best practices despite some modifications to the original design.
Programs

As noted previously, Slingshot focused its impact assessment on 
Porter-Leath’s early-childhood initiatives. These initiatives have 
been grouped by age of the children served. Cornerstone and Early 
Head Start target pregnant mothers and children from birth to age 
three while Head Start and Pre-kindergarten focus on children ages 
three and four as well as their parents.

It’s important to note that while all the early-childhood centers that 
Porter-Leath owns and operates are accredited, the same cannot 
be said for the charter school classrooms where Porter-Leath staff 
teach. 

Cornerstone and Early Head Start
Porter-Leath’s home visitation program, Cornerstone, employs the 
nationally-recognized Parents as Teachers (PAT) model, which 
empowers parents to be their children’s first teachers. The model 
has four goals: 

1. Increase parent knowledge of early-childhood development 
and improve parenting practices

2. Provide early detection of developmental delays and health 
issues

3. Prevent child abuse and neglect
4. Increase children’s school readiness and school success
These goals are met through four program components: personal 
visits, group meetings, screening, and a resource network. 
Parents as Teachers has been rigorously researched over the past 
forty years and meets the criteria established by the United States 
Department of Health and Human Services as an evidence-based 
early-childhood home visiting service model.34 A recent study 
found that 82 percent of low-income children who participated with 
high intensity in both PAT and preschool entered kindergarten 
ready to learn, compared to 64 percent of children who did not 
receive these services.35 Cornerstone Parent Educators are
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36. Green, B. et al. (2014) “The effect of Early Head Start on child welfare system involvement: A first look at longitudinal child maltreatment outcomes”. 
37. Head Start Early Learning Outcomes: Birth to Five. Office of Head Start. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau.
38. Weisleder, A., & Fernald, A. (2013). Talking to Children Matters: Early Language Experience Strengthens Processing and Builds Vocabulary. Psychological Science, 

24(11), 2143–2152.
39. Gilkerson, J. et al. (2017). Mapping the Early Language Environment Using All-Day Recordings and Automated Analysis. American Journal of Speech Language 

Pathology. 2017 May 17; 26(2):248-265
40. Demming, D. (2009) Early-Childhood Intervention and Life-Cycle Skill Development: Evidence from Head Start. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 1:3, 

111–134.
41. Bauer, L. et al (2016). The Long Term Impact of the Head Start Program. The Hamilton Project. The Brookings Institute. 
42. Study by Education Development Center in New Haven Public Schools, 2011-2012. Published by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

required to have an Associate Degree or 60 college hours in Early 
Childhood or related field, as well as at least two years of related 
work experience. 
In addition to Cornerstone, Porter-Leath operates Early Head Start 
(EHS). A national randomized control trial found EHS to be effective 
in improving parent and child outcomes, indicating that children in 
EHS had significantly fewer child welfare encounters between the 
ages of five and nine years than did children in the control group, 
and that EHS slowed the rate of subsequent encounters.36

Porter-Leath employs the “Creative Curriculum for Infants, 
Toddlers, and Twos,” which places routines and learning 
experiences at the heart of its teaching model. The curriculum and 
its learning objectives are aligned to the Head Start Early Learning 
Outcomes.37 Slingshot was not able to identify any evidence-based 
outcomes from the curriculum’s use. The curriculum however is 
research-based and helps children transition into Head Start. As 
such, Slingshot concludes that there is sufficient evidence to 
consider this model a sound practice.
Porter-Leath also provides LENA Grow, a technology-based 
program that collects automated language interactions between 
children and adults to help foster early language 
development. LENA provides a technology tool that is used to 
count the number of words a child hears and the number of 

conversational turns a child has with teachers. This program model 
has been evaluated and found to improve the language uptake of 
children over a 24-month period.38 A later study also substantiated 
the accuracy and efficacy of the tool.39 Porter-Leath has ten 
teachers now certified to use LENA Grow.
Head Start and Pre-kindergarten 
There is a significant body of research and resulting evidence 
substantiating the long-term benefits of Head Start for under-
resourced children. A 2009 study that compared Head Start 
students to siblings that did not attend Head Start or preschool 
found that Head Start students had higher high school graduation 
rates, college enrollment rates, and better health outcomes than 
their counterparts.40 A more recent study found that these results 
had an even higher impact for Latinx children and children of 
mothers without a high school degree.41

For Head Start, Porter-Leath employs the “Big Day for Pre-K” 
curriculum that integrates a social-emotional focus to academic 
achievement. It is aligned with the Early Learning Outcomes 
Framework as defined by the Office of Head Start, approved by the 
Tennessee Department of Education, and aligned with the State’s 
Early Learning Developmental Standards (TN-ELDS). While “Big 
Day for Pre-K” is a research-based teaching practice, there is no 
outcome evidence for its use.42
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As such, Slingshot holds the Big Day curriculum as a good practice 
but not a best practice.
Porter-Leath’s ten full-service early-childhood centers are 
accredited by the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC). NAEYC is the largest nonprofit association in the 
United States that represents early-childhood education. Their 
accreditation is considered a sign of high-quality, research-based 
education.
Slingshot acknowledges that the success of education programs is 
heavily influenced by the quality and skill of instructors. Porter-
Leath employs education experts to manage and operate its 
programs. Porter-Leath’s Early Head Start teachers are required to 
have a Child Development Associate (CDA) certificate for infants 
and toddlers. Most also have an associate’s degree or higher in 
early-childhood education. Family Service Workers are required to 
have a bachelor’s degree and are trained on Eligibility Recruitment 
Selection Enrollment and Attendance (ERSEA) as part of their initial 
onboarding so that in turn they can help families access Head Start 
services. Head Start teachers are required to have a bachelor’s 
degree in early-childhood education and at least two years of work 
experience with children ages three to five. Assistant teachers are 
required to have a high school diploma and a Child Development 
Associate certificate or higher, as well as two years of relevant work 
experience with infants, toddlers, and/or preschoolers.
Internal processes
There are several elements of best practices that can be found in 
an organization’s internal processes. These elements allow an 
organization to monitor its processes, track outcomes, identify 
areas of strength and opportunities for improvement, and 
implement plans to increase effectiveness. A quality feedback loop 
and professional development opportunities are highly important for 
internal best practices.

Feedback loop
Having a quality feedback loop is crucial in establishing a 
performance improvement process. This allows an organization to 
monitor program delivery and leverage feedback in order to 
enhance outcomes.
There are several elements necessary for a healthy feedback loop. 
First, it should consistently collect information to monitor 
performance across each of the organizations programs. Second, 
it should help the organization identify and analyze program 
successes and gaps. Third, it should help implement solutions and 
program modifications to address gaps and improve on successes.
Slingshot found evidence that Porter-Leath utilizes a strong 
feedback loop with its primary stakeholders. These include parents, 
teachers, and administrative staff.

Three times per year parents participate in teacher-parent 
conferences to monitor their child’s progress. They also receive 
home visits and are surveyed annually regarding their children’s 
experience at preschool. Teachers also have an opportunity to 
provide feedback at key points throughout the year.

Teacher and parent feedback are used by program directors to 
identify opportunities for improvement in the classroom as well as 
provide teachers with support as needed. 
Finally, Porter-Leath’s administrative staff members are surveyed 
through both Human Resources and PQI surveys annually. Porter-
Leath has an open door policy for staff to provide management 
with feedback at any time.
The Office of Performance and Quality Improvement (PQI) at 
Porter-Leath is responsible for processing the feedback provided 
and providing the organization's leadership with insights for 
decision- making. The management team uses feedback and 
survey results 
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to make adjusts to program throughout the year. PQI is also 
responsible for leading the accreditation process for the entire 
agency with the Council on Accreditation. Porter-Leath is 
accredited through 2024. 

Professional development
Porter-Leath has put in place a Teacher Excellence Program to 
equip, support, and strengthen the knowledge and practices of 
early-childhood educators at their centers and throughout Shelby 
County. Classroom teachers have the opportunity to work with an 
education specialist, a school advisor and an instructional coach 
who together, provide individualized coaching and classroom 
support to improve classroom performance. Using existing data on 
student outcomes based on visitation data as well as classroom 
outcomes based on Classroom Assessment Scoring System 
(CLASS), teachers are placed into three different tiers so that 
coaches can prioritize allocation of resources. Data gathered on 
classroom and teacher performance allow Porter-Leath to tailor 
support for their teachers.
In order to ensure that Porter-Leath teachers are free to attend 
training sessions, relief teachers that are familiar with the curriculum 
and classroom are available to cover their classrooms. Coaches 
have a master’s degree and a minimum of six years of experience 
teaching in early-childhood education classrooms.
The support and administrative staff at Porter-Leath also have 
access to professional development opportunities. There is a 
structured performance evaluation practice that includes 
performance reviews for new team members at 6 months and 12 
months and every year thereafter. Based on the individual’s 
performance review, supervisors provide training opportunities and 
support to each team member. New managers have access to 
Porter-Leath’s Management University, a 12-week course that 
builds leadership
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skills and equips individuals with skills and knowledge needed to 
advance in their career. Administrative staff receive a minimum of 
two hours of training each and every month.
Conclusions and opportunities for growth

Porter-Leath demonstrates that it employs best practices available 
in its early-childhood initiatives. The organization’s adherence to 
best practices is further supported by a rigorous PQI process that 
is designed to continuously improve programming. Accredited by 
both NAEYC and the Council on Accreditation, Porter-Leath signals 
to other early-childhood nonprofits a best in class approach to 
delivering programming. 
Slingshot identified two opportunities for growth in Porter-Leath’s
best practices. First, Porter-Leath can expand its Teacher 
Excellence Program to reach more teachers. Expanding the 
program will enable educational practices to improve across Shelby 
County.
Second, Porter-Leath could increase the frequency with which it 
gathers student performance data in order to have more real-time 
insights into their progress or needs. More real-time tracking could 
enable Porter-Leath to tailor and target interventions to specific 
students. This incremental performance tracking will also give 
Porter-Leath a more consistent feedback loop that it can use to 
monitor implementation fidelity.
Slingshot is excited to help Porter-Leath brainstorm ways to take 
advantage of these opportunities for growth.
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Measurement Infrastructure: Summary of Evidence

Overview
The goal of this assessment is to help Slingshot better understand 
the extent to which a partner has sound practices and processes 
for collecting, storing, and analyzing program and outcomes data 
as it relates to fighting poverty.
Purpose and uses of the measurement infrastructure assessment:
• Build a shared understanding of a partner’s current 

measurement practices as they relate to poverty alleviation
• Identify opportunities to improve measurement practices, 

with an eye towards a better understanding of participants, 
outcomes, and potential impact on poverty alleviation

• Develop a future vision for a partner’s measurement strategy 
that is aligned with the poverty-fighting aspects of its mission

Summary of evidence

Slingshot rates Porter-Leath’s measurement infrastructure as very 
strong, indicating a measurement system that approximates best-
in-class status.

Slingshot found evidence that Porter-Leath has strong goals and 
policies and regularly uses data to make decisions and evaluate 
program effectiveness. For example, its overarching measurement 
goal is to ensure that service and program quality meet parents’ 
and children’s needs. Toward this end, Porter-Leath tracks 
program outcomes, uses that information to inform strategic 
direction, and reviews data throughout the year to monitor program 
and staff performance.
Slingshot found additional evidence that Porter-Leath collects a 
variety of data about participants, programs, and outcomes, and 
does so using well-designed measurement instruments. Porter-
Leath tracks comparative data as well as academic outcomes for 
its pre-kindergarten students through third grade
Finally, Porter-Leath uses secure data storage systems and 
leverages its data for analysis and reporting to a variety of 
audiences.
An opportunity for growth could be building the interoperability of 
Porter-Leath’s various data systems. In addition, Porter-Leath
could consider collecting outcomes for children supported by early 
home visitations.

Measurement 
infrastructure

Dimensions Unclear

Unclear what 
measurement 
infrastructure is 
most relevant for 
area of focus

Negative

Measurement 
practices 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

At least neutral

Limited or no 
measurement 
infrastructure; 
limited or no use 
to improve 
impact

At least strong

Sufficient aspects 
of measurement 
infrastructure 
exist

Very strong

Robust 
measurement 
system used to 
understand and 
improve impact
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Measurement Infrastructure: Rating and Sub-ratings

Insufficient access 
to systems and/or 
information to 
support evaluation

Insufficient access 
to systems and/or 
information to 
support evaluation

Insufficient access 
to systems and/or 
information to 
support evaluation

Insufficient access 
to systems and/or 
information to 
support evaluation

Unclear what 
measurement 
infrastructure is 
most relevant for 
area of focus

Unclear

Problematic 
measurement 
objectives; data use 
could result in 
harmful decisions

Some data collected 
could be harmful to 
clients; several 
metrics are irrelevant 
and time consuming

Poor collection 
instruments and 
methods; results 
could be erroneous 
and mislead analysis

Data storage is 
reckless and 
insecure; analytics 
could result in harm

Measurement 
practices 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

Negative

Limited or weak 
measurement 
objectives; data are 
rarely used to inform 
decisions

Limited tracking of 
participant/program 
data; limited to no 
tracking of 
outcomes data

Insufficient collection 
instruments and 
methods; data 
quality is limited

Data storage 
provides basic 
security; analytics 
are limited or basic

Limited or no 
measurement 
infrastructure; 
limited or no use to 
improve impact

At least neutral

Clear measurement 
objectives; data are 
often used to inform 
decisions

Most participant/
program data are 
tracked; some 
outcomes data are 
tracked

Sufficient collection 
instruments and 
methods;
data are mostly high 
quality

Data storage 
provides robust 
security; analytics 
are high quality

Sufficient aspects of 
measurement 
infrastructure exist

At least strong

Clear measurement 
objectives; data are 
consistently used to 
inform decisions

Data tracked 
comprehensively; 
clear data definitions 
exist

Excellent collection 
instruments and 
methods; data are 
consistently high 
quality

Data storage 
provides robust 
security; analytics 
are research-grade

Robust 
measurement 
system used to 
understand and 
improve impact

Very strong

Measurement 
goals, 
policies, and 
data use

Data collected

Data 
collection 
methods and 
measurement 
instruments

Data storage, 
security, and 
analytics

Measurement 
infrastructure

Dimensions

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Measurement Infrastructure: Description of Evidence

43. Katz, M et al. (2015). “Insights into Absenteeism in the DCPS Early Childhood Program: Contributing Factors and Promising Strategies” The Urban Institute. Washington, 
D.C. 

Measurement Goals, Policies, and Data use: Very strong – Clear 
measurement objectives; data are consistently used to inform 
decisions
The measurement goals, policies, and data use subdimension of 
the Measurement Infrastructure assessment is designed to assess 
a partner’s data strategy as it relates to understanding and 
improving the poverty fighting impact of its programs. Slingshot 
rates Porter-Leath as very strong on the measurement goals, 
policies, and data use subdimension.

Data is central to Porter-Leath's programs and broader 
organizational culture. The organization rigorously employs data to 
monitor its performance and improve the quality of its programs. 
Porter-Leath refers to this as its Performance and Quality 
Improvement process (PQI), and it is a central structure within the 
organization. Examples of this process in action include:
• While reviewing and analyzing pre-kindergarten classroom 

performance, the early-childhood team identified a pattern of 
severe chronic absences in specific classrooms. Chronic 
absenteeism in pre-kindergarten has been found to lower 
academic outcomes in later grades.43 In order to identify and 
address the root causes preventing children from attending 
preschool, the team put into place a continuous improvement 
project with the support of the PQI team to drive improved 
school attendance. 

• After reviewing data around classroom performance, the early 
childhood team identified a need to complement and enhance 
the existing teaching curriculum in order to meet their students’ 
needs. 

• Based on this analysis, Porter-Leath partnered with Momentous 
Institute to provide teachers with social-emotional training to 
ensure the whole child’s learning needs are met.

Measurement policies are in place to guide data collection. There 
are teams throughout Porter-Leath to ensure that policies are 
upheld. Due to the nature of its work, Porter-Leath collects 
personally identifiable information (PII). All files containing PII are 
encrypted. Porter-Leath also complies with the Family Education 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) which requires securing parental 
consent before sharing any student records. Additional policies are 
in place to access, maintain, and handle confidential data and 
information, IT use and social media. 
Data are also used to monitor organizational and staff 
performance. When data revealed low staff retention rates, Porter-
Leath dedicated time at a management team retreat to problem 
solve and identify both the drivers causing high turnover as well as 
potential solutions to help retain staff. Porter-Leath piloted and 
tracked the recommended solutions for a year. Interventions that 
led to increased employee satisfaction and retention were then 
adopted as agency-wide practices.

Data Collected: Very strong – Data tracked comprehensively; clear 
data definitions exist
The data collected subdimension assesses the ability of an 
organization to collect sufficient metrics to be used to improve the 
poverty-fighting impact of its programs. Slingshot rates Porter-
Leath as very strong on the data collected subdimension.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure



Porter-Leath  |  Slingshot Memphis  |  29

Porter-Leath has a robust data collection process across all 
programs. Key demographic data are collected that include 
children’s development scoring, ACE assessment results, mental 
health screenings and overall home environment. Programmatic 
data captures the number of participants engaged with the 
different programs at Porter-Leath, the duration of their 
participation in the program, the number of home visits, and 
referrals. In addition to outputs, Porter-Leath also captures data on 
school readiness, plus birth and family outcomes.

In addition, Porter-Leath collects control data. Kindergarten entry 
assessment scores among students who attended Porter-Leath 
preschool are tracked and compared to scores among 
kindergarten students who did not attend a Porter-Leath or Shelby 
County preschool program. Porter-Leath has tracked academic 
outcomes among their students through third grade via Shelby 
County School and Seeding Success. This is notable and rare 
among nonprofits in the community.

Data Collection Methods and Measurement Instruments: Very 
strong – Excellent collection instruments and methods; data are 
consistently high quality
The data collection methods and measurement instruments
subdimension assesses the quality of an organization’s data 
collection tools and the methods it uses to collect and track data. 
Slingshot rates Porter-Leath as very strong on the data collection 
methods and measurement instruments subdimension.

Slingshot found sufficient evidence to conclude that Porter-Leath
has robust data collection methods and instruments for both its 
programs and enterprise-wide management.
The two primary departments that interact with Porter-Leath’s data 
are Information Technology (IT), which maintains and operates its 
data systems, and PQI, which is responsible for processing and 
analyzing the data captured. 
For both children and parents, the organization gathers data at 
intake, during service delivery, and at the end of the program. The 
frequency and method with which data are collected varies 
depending on its nature and ultimate use. For example, children’s 
school attendance is captured daily via logbooks and a 
database. Data from home visitations are captured twice a month 
for the first six months, and thereafter at half-year intervals up to 
five years. In addition, every quarter, Porter-Leath collects data 
electronically to monitor progress towards short- and long-term 
organizational goals.
Porter-Leath has a two-step process to ensure the consistency, 
reliability, and accuracy of data captured. After program staff (e.g., 
teachers, family service workers, parent educators, case 
managers, etc.) enter information, content specialists and 
managers confirm the accuracy of the information gathered. Next, 
the PQI department analyzes the information collected. Any 
irregularities detected are flagged and reviewed with the original 
data source. Data analysts at Porter-Leath are required to have a 
bachelor’s degree in computer science or statistics and a minimum 
of three years of professional experience in data analysis. Staff on 
the PQI team are required to have a bachelor’s degree and a 
minimum of two years in quality assurance functions.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Data Storage, Security, and Analytics: Very strong – Data Storage 
provides robust security; analytics are research-grade
The data storage, security, and analytics subdimension assesses 
the quality of an organization’s data storing practices, security 
policies, and reporting practices. Slingshot rates Porter-Leath as 
very strong on the data storage, security, and analytics
subdimension.
Porter-Leath houses data in various data systems in order to 
comply with federal and state requirements. These systems 
include:
• My Head Start. A cloud-based data system required for Head 

Start wraparound services
• Childplus. A cloud-based data system required for Early Head 

Start program

• CoactionNet and Redcap. Cloud-based data systems used for 
Cornerstone and Parents as Teachers

Porter-Leath also uses G Suite for additional storage, which is 
managed by the Porter-Leath IT department.
While there is no one centralized data storage system due to the 
reporting requirements asked of different programs by the Office of 
Head Start and other funders, the organization has a clear 
roadmap delineating which system is called for depending on the 
data being gathered. Quality assurance processes are in place to 
help ensure data are being entered with fidelity across the various 
platforms. This includes ensuring that staff have appropriate levels 
of access for entering and retrieving data, particularly sensitive 
information like PII. Staff have personalized log-ins to access their 
computers and log on to different platforms. 

In addition to data gathering tools, Porter-Leath maximizes 
business intelligence tools like Tableau to help unearth data insights 
and generate data driven analytics.

Conclusions and opportunities for growth
Porter-Leath operates and maintains a best-in-class measurement 
infrastructure. The organization’s culture depends on evidence and 
insights to make decisions. Porter-Leath has put in place the tools 
and infrastructure to support and encourage a measurement-
oriented culture.
Porter-Leath’s primary measurement opportunity for growth is to 
build the interoperability of their various data systems (as 
appropriate by law) in order to streamline data entry and retrieval 
processes. This would allow Porter-Leath to generate more 
powerful insights about its program outcomes and impact. Higher 
levels of interoperability between data sets would also allow the 
organization to build a better understanding of how individuals 
move through multiple Porter-Leath programs.

A second opportunity is to test the collection of long-term 
outcomes data starting with the children supported by early home 
visitations. Porter-Leath could identify a small cohort of families to 
follow over a longer period of time as children are born and then 
entered into the preschool setting. This data in turn can be 
amplified by existing tracking of children as they enter the 
elementary school setting through high school graduation. This 
exercise would help determine and quantify the extent of the 
program effects. 

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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Systems-level Change: Summary of Evidence

Overview
The systems-level change assessment is used to determine the 
extent to which a partner organization is able to create poverty-
fighting change in the community beyond the individuals and 
families that it directly serves.
We conceptualize systems-level change as happening through two 
broad spheres: pathways and policy.
Pathways refers to the local network of peer and partner 
organizations and how participants in those programs pass 
through and between them, sometimes in tandem, other times in 
sequence. It is both quantitative and qualitative and can reflect 
program capacity, quality, or alignment.
Policy captures the ability of a partner to change the broader 
system itself. This can happen by affecting public policy, funding 
flows, social norms, and so on.
Summary of evidence
Slingshot rates Porter-Leath’s ability to create systems-level 
change as very strong. As a leader within the local Early Success

Coalition Network and a key member of Seeding Success and First 
Eight, Porter-Leath partners with a wide variety of academic, 
medical, and early-childhood agencies to raise the standard of 
early-childhood care in Memphis. 
Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program is emblematic of 
strong systems-level change as it offers professional development 
and training to early-childhood teachers both at Porter-Leath
facilities, Shelby County Schools, and community child care centers 
and family homes. This creates poverty-fighting benefits for children 
beyond Porter-Leath classrooms.
In addition, Porter-Leath is a leader within the local early-childhood 
field and was instrumental in making the case for needs-based, 
universal pre-kindergarten services in Memphis. 
Porter-Leath has an opportunity to continue growing its impressive 
impact by increasing the quality of early-childhood instruction 
through the Teacher Excellence Program. Additional opportunities 
for growth include developing clear goals and key performance 
indicators for existing cross-sector partnerships. Lastly, Porter-
Leath could consider advocating for the the standardization of 
education data in Memphis. 

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure

Systems-level 
change

Dimensions Unclear

Insufficient data 
to determine 
systems-level 
change

Negative

Systems-level 
change 
considered 
problematic or 
damaging

At least neutral

Limited or no 
evidence for 
creation of 
systems-level 
change

At least strong

Some evidence 
for the creation of 
systems-level 
change

Very strong

Compelling 
evidence of 
systems-level 
change
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Systems-level Change: Description of Evidence

44. The Coalition currently focuses on helping coordinate home visiting services, promoting evidence-based parenting classes, and raising awareness of the importance of 
infant mental health.

45. First Eight Memphis. (2019) Investing Early in Children and Families. Memphis, Tennessee. 

Pathways
Slingshot identified a variety of ways in which Porter-Leath
increases the quantity and quality of pathways within the early-
childhood community in Shelby County.

For example, Porter-Leath leads the work of the local, Early 
Success Coalition Network, a broad network of center and home-
based programs dedicated to improving the lives of clients prenatal 
to age eight.44 Porter-Leath is part of the collaborative’s Core 
Leadership and currently houses and staffs the coordination and 
referrals for the network.
In addition, Porter-Leath is a member of Seeding Success, a city-
wide, collective-impact initiative focused on helping every child 
succeed in school and life from cradle to career. As part of Seeding 
Success, Porter-Leath has committed to helping define key 
measurement indicators and share its data around community-
wide kindergarten readiness. 
The leadership at Porter-Leath played a seminal role in co-
developing a standard framework and approach for First Eight, a 
new local nonprofit charged with offering a pipeline of integrated 
best-practice interventions. These interventions utilize a 
comprehensive two-generation model to support at-risk children 
from birth through age 8 and their families.45 As an early-childhood 
focused, public-private partnership, First Eight aims to align and 
expand the continuum of two-generation services in Shelby 
County. Slingshot recognizes this partnership as a platform to 
expand the reach of two-generation wraparound support.

Porter-Leath has also taken a leadership role in helping to enhance 
pre-kindergarten instruction both within their organization and 
across Shelby County.
Through the Teacher Excellence Program, Porter-Leath provides 
coaching and training to enhance teacher effectiveness, increase 
student achievement, and maximize classroom and family 
engagement. This training will ultimately improve the quality of 
education children receive throughout Memphis. By providing this 
training, Porter-Leath is creating poverty-fighting benefits for 
children beyond its direct programming.
Porter-Leath has also partnered with the century-old organization, 
Momentous Institute. Momentous believes in building social-
emotional health through mental health services and trauma-
informed educational programming in order to ensure children have 
a healthy, thriving future. With Momentous, Porter-Leath offers 
teachers training and support with social-emotional health 
curriculum. These services are available for teachers at Porter-
Leath centers and throughout Shelby County Schools.
In addition to the partnerships highlighted above, Porter-Leath also 
collaborates with Le Bonheur Hospital’s Community Outreach 
Division, the University of Memphis Psychology Department and 
Nursing Services Department, the University of Tennessee Health 
Science Center, the ACE Awareness Foundation, the United Way 
of the Mid-South, The Urban Child Institute, Tennesseans for 
Quality Early Education, and Southwest Tennessee Community 
College.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 
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Policy
Slingshot found evidence for Porter-Leath’s ability to influence 
statewide policy.
Porter-Leath is a policy advisor with Tennesseans for Quality Early 
Education (TQEE), a statewide coalition of early-childhood 
providers with a robust policy agenda. This agenda reflects the 
importance of the full birth-through-third-grade continuum in 
preparing children for future academic success. With a presence in 
Nashville, TQEE actively advocates for greater allocation of 
resources to early-childhood services statewide. Their policies are 
informed by Porter-Leath and other early-childhood education 
operators in the state.
Porter-Leath has also worked to shift the local community’s 
perception of preschool and support increased investments in this 
area. Changing attitudes in ways that generate high poverty-
fighting impact, as well as increasing local resources toward it, are 
both examples of policy-level change.
In 2019, the city of Memphis and Shelby County agreed to join 
forces and provide funding for universal, needs-based pre-
kindergarten. This decision came at the behest of various actors, 
prominent among them being Porter-Leath. Slingshot recognizes 
that Porter-Leath plays a meaningful role in the collective effort 
within the community to inform and educate elected officials and 
stakeholders about the importance of early-childhood services. It 
does so by sharing knowledge about the long-term impact of 
investing in high-quality early-childhood interventions. Although 
there is no tangible evidence to substantiate their influence on local 
leadership, Slingshot recognizes this as a meaningful contribution 
to systems-level change.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure

Conclusions and opportunities for growth
Porter-Leath’s dynamic use of partnerships as a means to create 
meaningful pathway and policy-level systems change is 
noteworthy.

As a means of growing this influence, Slingshot offers four 
opportunities for Porter-Leath. First, Porter-Leath can expand the 
Teacher Excellence Program in order to improve the quality of 
teaching instruction locally.
Second, Porter-Leath can work to ensure existing cross-sector 
partnerships have defined goals and key performance indicators to 
measure progress.
Third, Porter-Leath can use its influence in Memphis to encourage 
an overall improvement in nonprofit practices. It can do this by 
hosting outside trainings and sharing knowledge with peer 
agencies. The organization can also explore establishing a top tier 
network of high-quality referral partners that are encouraged to 
maintain high quality practices. Through this network, Porter-Leath
could specialize based on its expertise while welcoming other 
service providers who provide complementary support.

Fourth, Porter-Leath can continue to be a strong advocate for data 
sharing across Memphis. One of the limiting factors for researchers 
and nonprofits is the lack of available, usable data. To the extent 
Porter-Leath can encourage the standardization of education data 
in Memphis, and lead by example, the overall nonprofit ecosystem 
will be better off for it. 
Slingshot is excited to help Porter-Leath brainstorm ways to take 
advantage of these opportunities for growth.
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Opportunities for Growth
Grow the influence of the Teacher Excellence Program and 
increase instruction quality across the county
• Expand the reach of the Teacher Excellence Program to 

include more teachers that in turn will help improve the 
quality of early-childhood instruction throughout the 
county.

• Help ensure that the Shelby County classrooms where 
Porter-Leath teaches achieve accreditation. 

Explore opportunities for outside partnerships with high-
quality service providers
• Identify a relevant set of service providers who provide 

complementary services.
• Identify programs and services that Porter-Leath does 

not provide or is a smaller part of its service offering.
• Formalize actionable referral partnerships that 

encourage high-quality practices from both parties.
• Group partnerships into a top tier network of human 

service agencies that can advocate on behalf of 
Memphis’ under-resourced children and families.

Continue to build upon its best-in-class measurement tools
• Build the interoperability of Porter-Leath’s various data 

systems in order to streamline data entry and retrieval 
processes. 

• Test the collection of long-term outcomes data starting 
with the families supported by early home visitations.

• Ensure cross sector partnerships have defined goals 
and key performance indicators to measure progress. 

Apply a benefit-cost lens to strategic planning regarding 
expansion of services
• Build a strong understanding of Porter-Leath’s highest 

impact programs and enablers of those programs.
• Guide funding towards highest-impact programs and 

programs that could not be provided without Porter-
Leath.

• Identify potentially substitutable programs that could 
benefit from using a high-quality referral partner.

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
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This assessment is the beginning of a deeper partnership. 
Slingshot will provide ongoing, customized support and thought 

partnership to Porter-Leath following the assessment.



Slingshot Memphis, Inc. 
Slingshot Impact Assessment:
Porter-Leath : Appendix 
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Slingshot’s Approach
Slingshot Memphis works alongside Investee partners to understand, measure, and communicate their impact on poverty 
alleviation. Slingshot’s Impact Assessment aims to understand the potential impact an Investee is creating by assessing the 
partner across four dimensions of impact. We then share our conclusions in a way that is helpful to the Investee.

Phase 1: 
Impact Tree, Literature Review, and 

Program Map

Phase 2: 
Impact

Assessment

Phase 3: 
Synthesis and
Conclusions

Slingshot meets with the 
Investee Partner to better 
understand its programs and 
create an impact tree. In 
creating the tree, Slingshot 
conducts a brief literature 
review to identify relevant 
research that might provide 
evidence for the impact of a 
partner’s model. Slingshot 
also creates a program map
that lays out the programs 
offered by the partner 
organization. 

Slingshot collaborates with 
the Investee Partner to assess 
the partner on four 
dimensions:
• Benefit-cost ratio
• Use of best practices
• Measurement 

infrastructure
• Systems-level change

The assessment process 
involves several meetings, 
questionnaires, and data 
requests. It lasts 
approximately 2-3 months.

Slingshot compiles the 
information it learned in 
previous phases to provide 
the Investee Partner with a 
report. The report presents 
the partner’s impact tree, 
program map, as well as the 
full Slingshot Impact 
Assessment. The report 
concludes with opportunities 
for growth, followed by 
continued engagement by 
Slingshot as a thought 
partner.
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Program Maps

What is a program map?

How should one read a program map?

Why is a program map useful?

How can Porter-Leath use its program map?

A program map is a tool to help us understand the 
programs offered by Porter-Leath from the 
perspective of its participants. It shows us how our 
ultimate partner – our under-resourced neighbor–
would experience Porter-Leath.

These maps can be arranged in numerous ways, 
depending on the program they are depicting. For 
the following program map, many participants first 
experience Porter-Leath by enrolling in Cornerstone, 
although this is not true for all participants.
Nonetheless, following the map from left to right 
provides an overview of how many participants 
experience Porter-Leath.

• Helps us understand the experience of someone 
participating in Porter-Leath’s programs

• Depicts every stage of a program, beginning 
with entry, through various decision points and 
potential bottle necks, all the way to program 
exit

• Clearly shows the programs’ desired outcomes 
and where participants might not achieve them

• Participant experience: Demonstrate how 
Porter-Leath’s programs are experienced from 
the beneficiary’s perspective

• Organizational structure: Help identify key 
junctures and potential leakages from programs

• Resource acquisition: Communicate with 
current and potential stakeholders about how 
Porter-Leath’s programs operate and add value 
to participants’ lives
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Program Map: Porter-Leath



Slingshot Memphis aims to create a 
demonstrable reduction in poverty by promoting 

a results-driven poverty-fighting ecosystem


