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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 a 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

Summary roadmap
This document presents a summary of a longer assessment report 
prepared by Slingshot. That report presents the overall rating for each of 
the four dimensions of performance above with detailed explanations of 
the evidence behind the ratings. This summary is intended to present the 
overall findings and suggestions for improvement.

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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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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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

Ratings Overview Use of Best 
Practices

Systems-level 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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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

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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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 
Change

Opportunities for 
GrowthIntroduction Benefit-cost Ratio Measurement 

Infrastructure
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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 aims to create a 
demonstrable reduction in poverty by promoting 

a results-driven poverty-fighting ecosystem


