
 

                   

Practice Brief: Best Practice Recommendations 
for Building and Measuring Capacity 
Capacity refers to the ability of an early intervention/educational system and the 
individuals working within it to produce improved outcomes for the infants, 
toddlers, children, and youth within the system, including those with disabilities. 
Individual capacity includes a person’s existing knowledge, skills, and disposition 
toward change. Capacity of an early intervention/educational system includes the 
degree to which organizational structures and processes support sustained change 
that ultimately leads to improved child/student outcomes.  

Many components are important when attempting to build and measure changes in 
capacity. For example, the coordination of resources, development of infrastructure 
to support effective professional development, alignment of organizational 
structures and leadership, and use of instructional practices shown to improve 
developmental, academic, and behavioral outcomes are all important when building 
and measuring capacity (Fullan, 2005; Massell, 1998; O’Day, Goertz, & Floden, 
1995). The National Center for Systemic Improvement recently convened a Thought 
Leader Forum to address what is meant by building and measuring state capacity. 
Researchers, practitioners, and technical assistance providers at the forum agreed 
that at least four components are essential to this work:1  

1. Stakeholder engagement: The active involvement of a broad range of 
people in order to problem-solve complex issues and problems 

2. Data-based decision making: A set of explicit procedures for readily using 
data to make decisions  

3. Alignment: The presence of fully linked systems, initiatives, programs, and 
divisions to achieve a common vision or goal  

4. Leadership: The supportive and engaged guidance from those in a position 
of formal or informal authority to achieve a common vision  

This practice brief is designed to define the essential components of 
capacity and to provide an “at a glance” summary of best practice 
recommendations for building and measuring capacity. These 
recommendations are presented in Figure 1. Each diamond within the graphic 
contains a component of capacity (e.g., stakeholder engagement, data-based 
decision making, alignment, or leadership) with a brief definition. Best practice 
recommendations are listed in the box attached to each diamond. These best 
practices reflect the most important tasks that capacity-builders should undertake 
when building and measuring capacity. Individuals or teams can use 
recommendations as they attempt build and measure their capacity to improve 
                                      
1 For more information about this team of experts, refer to the document National Center for Systemic 
Improvement (NCSI) Thought Leader Forum: Building and Measuring Capacity. 
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outcomes among all infants, toddlers, children, and youth, including those with 
disabilities.  

Because “readiness” for change also plays an important role in building and 
measuring capacity (Barrett, Eber, & Weist, 2013; Damschroder et al., 2009; 
Fixsen, Blase, Horner, Sims, & Sugai, 2013; Greenhalgh, Robert, Macfarlane, Bate, 
& Kyriakidou, 2004), the concept is discussed in the Spotlight: Readiness section of 
the brief. Finally, tools for building and measuring capacity are available in an 
accompanying document, Resource List: Tools for Building and Measuring Capacity. 
Tools included within this document address the four components of capacity and 
provide additional information about how to accomplish the best practice 
recommendations listed within this brief.



3 

Figure 1. Best Practice Recommendations for Building and Measuring Capacity 
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Spotlight: Readiness  

This practice brief presents and defines four essential components of building and 
measuring capacity. To produce outcomes among all infants, toddlers, youth, and 
children systems, including organizations and the individuals working within those 
organizations, we must continually consider developing in at least four areas. 
Systems must refine how they engage stakeholders and use data-based decision 
making. Continual growth also must be made in how leaders operate within the 
systems. Divisions and departments must refine their work, becoming more aligned 
and focused on a vision of improved outcomes for all children.  

This brief provides recommendations for best practices in building capacity in 
stakeholder engagement, data-based decision making, leadership, and alignment. 
For example, building capacity in stakeholder engagement includes such action as 
continuously obtaining diverse perspectives across all levels of the system and 
across different cultural and linguistic groups. Providing regular communication in a 
multidirectional manner (e.g., top to bottom and bottom to top) is another best 
practice in building capacity in stakeholder engagement.  

Building capacity also is influenced by at least one additional factor: readiness. 
Readiness can be defined as the presence of clear indicators that demonstrate that 
individuals and the organization are primed to undertake the changes required to 
implement new programs and practices. Readiness is important because the 
presence of it seems to minimize future resistance to change and helps foster a 
supportive climate for change (Damschroder et al., 2009; Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, 
Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Greenhalgh et al., 2004). These researchers suggest 
that indicators of readiness include the observable presence of the following:  

1. The commitment and involvement of leaders (e.g., leaders explicitly 
communicate they are primed to guide others within the system toward the 
accomplishment of a specific goal)  

2. The availability of resources such as funding, training, time, and so on (e.g., 
financial resources are filtered toward activities that help to achieve the common 
goal)  

3. The accessibility of clear information about the innovation, program, or practice 
to be implemented (e.g., summaries of best practices for reading are provided 
to schools within each district in the state)  

With regard to capacity, individuals and the organization will need to clearly 
demonstrate they are primed for change. However, capacity-builders should avoid 
waiting for such overt demonstrations of readiness, with the assumption that indicators 
of readiness will automatically appear. Rather, capacity-builders may need to help 
individuals and the organization move toward readiness, with the understanding that 
readiness can be developed over time (Barrett et al., 2013; Fixsen et al., 2013; Glover 
& DiPerna, 2007). Strategies for supporting readiness are available within several of 
the tools listed within the accompanying Resource List. 
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