
NE MN Inclusion Readiness Assessment and Learning Cohorts 
Timeline and Description 

 
Northspan’s Welcoming Community program is seeking to facilitate inclusion learning cohorts in three 
distinct communities across northeast Minnesota. The goal of this initiative is to conduct a baseline of 
equity and inclusion in the region and provide tailored learning opportunities to members in those 
communities centered on inclusion.  
 
Northspan has contracted with the University of Minnesota Extension Center for Community Vitality to 
inform the process and conduct the initial assessment and planning stages for the learning cohorts. 
The learning cohort process involves four key elements: 
1) community selection and participant recruiting, 
2) zoom community inclusion readiness assessment for participants from all three communities, 
3) community reporting and action planning sessions-held separately for each community, and 
4) curriculum planning and learning cohorts held monthly in each community.    
 
This process has been adapted from the Welcoming Communities Assessment project conducted in 
Brown County, but with a focus on inclusion from underrepresented groups including but not limited to 
BIPOC, LGBTQ2S+, veterans, persons with a disability, elders (65+), and youth (18-23). 
 
The University of Minnesota Extension Center for Community Vitality is driven to help Minnesota’s 
communities choose their desired future. As a public education organization committed to community 
development goals from border-to-border, the Extension Center for Community Vitality is well-
positioned to conduct this project. In recent years, the Center has developed several community 
readiness assessments that have guided programming around specific issues such as equity and 
inclusion, nitrogen fertilizer management, and access to local foods. Community readiness processes are 
typically organized as a mixed methods process, with focus group discussions in key sectors, followed up 
with an online survey to collect additional input from targeted groups.  
 
Planned Process 
1. Northspan will select three communities from different parts of the northeast region to participate 

in the pilot assessment. One of the strengths of having three participating communities is the 
learning gained by going through the process together. Each community has its unique strengths 
and challenges, and it is helpful to learn from other communities while going through the 
assessment process. We also feel that having three communities from across the region will help 
facilitate the spread of this type of assessment to other communities in the coming years. 
 

2. Prior to the assessment, each selected community will spend considerable time and effort to get the 
word out about the assessment and recruit participants who serve, or are served by, all the relevant 
sectors of the community. These sectors are schools, health care, local government, businesses, law 
enforcement, faith organizations, and nonprofit organizations. Each community will have a core 
team to strategize and invite people. 
 

3. The inclusion readiness assessment will be conducted using Zoom. University of Minnesota 
Extension Center for Community Vitality feels that participation will be stronger if we don’t ask 
people to drive long distances. Zoom meetings with breakout sessions can be highly participatory. 



This also provides an equalizing experience that may facilitate dialogue among people from different 
backgrounds. We will schedule two, two-hour, Zoom sessions for the assessment. In the first 
session, the Extension Center for Community Vitality will conduct the assessment. In the second 
session, six weeks to two months later, they will report out the findings and have community-
specific discussions about action steps. 
 

4. In collaboration with other organizations, including Northspan, Extension Center for Community 
Vitality will identify and train seven breakout session facilitators for the assessment process. Each 
facilitator would lead the assessment process for a specific sector in a breakout room (schools, 
health care, local government, businesses, law enforcement, faith organizations, and nonprofit 
organizations).  
 

5. The assessment will be made available in an online format for participants to complete during the 
first Zoom session as well as during the month following the session for those who were unable to 
attend the live session. 

 
6. We will collaborate with other organizations to identify facilitators for the reporting and action 

planning sessions. We will have separate findings report and action planning Zoom sessions for each 
of the three communities. We will have seven breakout session facilitators to lead discussions about 
the report results and action ideas for each of the seven community sectors. 

 
7. Learning Cohorts will begin in June/July and continue monthly for six months. Learning Cohorts in 

three communities across northeast Minnesota will provide opportunities for connection and 
learning for community members around topics related to diversity, equity, and inclusion. The 
monthly cohort will provide a framework for communities to build relationships, participate in 
hands-on activities with stakeholders, learn inclusive community practices from subject matter 
experts, and gain tools and skills based on outcomes gathered through the community-wide 
inclusion readiness assessment. 

 
Proposed Project Timeline: 

Date  Activity 

January 2022 Begin project-community selection 

February/March 2022 Participant recruiting 

April 2022 Zoom Inclusion Readiness Assessment session for participants from 
all three communities 

April/May 2022 Assessment survey remains open for participants who were not 
able to attend the live assessment or those who wish to complete 
additional sections 

May 2022 Community reporting and action planning sessions, held separately 
for each community, final reports given to each community 

June/July 2022 Learning Cohorts begin separately in each community 

November/December 2022 Graduation from Learning Cohorts 

 
 


