
 

 

 

Community Needs Assessment, 2016 
 

KOOTASCA Community Action, Inc. 

201 NW 4th St – Suite 130, Grand Rapids, MN 55744  

 

January 2017 

Prepared by Isaac Meyer 



Table of Contents - i 

 

Table of Contents 

Executive Summary ___________________________________________________________________________________ 1 

Introduction __________________________________________________________________________________________ 2 

Service Area Description ______________________________________________________________________________ 5 

Community Assessment Survey ______________________________________________________________________ 20 

Employment _________________________________________________________________________________________ 22 

Education ____________________________________________________________________________________________ 27 

Quality of Life and Basic Needs ______________________________________________________________________ 30 

Health _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 34 

Housing ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 38 

Transportation _______________________________________________________________________________________ 42 

Children and Youth __________________________________________________________________________________ 44 

Head Start Community Needs Assessment __________________________________________________________ 49 

Interviewer Comments _______________________________________________________________________________ 60 

Survey of Social Service Providers ____________________________________________________________________ 62 

Table of Figures ______________________________________________________________________________________ 64 

Table of Tables _______________________________________________________________________________________ 65 

 

 

 

 



 

Executive Summary - 1 

Executive Summary 

Employment 
 There is a growing employment access and skills gap between the poor and working poor; 

households in poverty (48%) were significantly more likely to report a problem experiencing 

difficulty finding a job in the past 2 years than low-income households not in poverty (26%). 

 33% of households with children and 44% of single female headed households reported that work 

hours make it difficult to find child care. 

 12% of participants reported that the criminal record of a member of their household has affected 

their ability find housing or a job. 

Education 

 Significant barriers exist to continued education for low-income adults in both time and money. 

Further having appropriate childcare in order to attend training or college is a problem for 38% 

of participants with children. 

 Single female headed households were significantly more likely (33%) to report help applying for 

financial aid or assistance to attend training or college as a problem than other groups. 

Quality of Life and Basic Needs 

 71% of participants reported that it was a problem to have enough money each month to pay 

bills. 

 70% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to pay debt or take care of 

bad credit. 

 41% of households living in poverty reported being treated poorly because of who they are. 

Housing 

 25% of participants reported that unsafe housing was a problem. 

 52% of participant households were cost burdened and spending 30% or more of their monthly 

income on rent or mortgage payments. 

 76% of low-income homeowners not in poverty reported that having money to fix up their home 

was a problem. 

 28% of participants were homeless during the previous 2 years.  

Transportation 

 56% of participants reported that money to buy gas was a problem. 

 52% of participants reported that money to buy a car was a problem. 

 20% of households that owned a car reported being unable to drive the car that they own. 

Children and Youth 

 35% of households with children age 18 and under reported that one or more of their children had a 

diagnosed disability and an additional 17% suspected their child had a disability. 

 44% of households with children had problems paying for after-school opportunities. 

 37% of households with children reported that finding infant care was a problem.
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Introduction 

Purpose 

As a Community Action Agency, KOOTASCA Community Action is responsible 

for understanding the changing needs of the communities and peoples it serves 

and to ensure the voice of low-income peoples in its leadership and service 

design. In order to accomplish this, KOOTASCA conducts an in depth process of 

study, listening, and community engagement every three years to understand 

the needs of community.  

For that purpose, KOOTASCA has assembled here a comprehensive review of the 

conditions and causes of poverty in our service area. Key findings are reported at 

the top of each section. 

Requirements 

OEO Instructions 6320-1: In developing its strategies and plans, the Community 

Action Agency shall take into account the areas of greatest community need, the 

availability of resources, and its own strengths and limitations.  

Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, Section 201(a): To stimulate a better 

focusing of all available local, State, private, and Federal resources upon the goal 

of enabling low-income families, and low-income individuals of all ages, in rural 

and urban areas, to attain the skills, knowledge, and motivations and secure the 

opportunities needed for them to become self-sufficient. 

Methodology 

 Needs Assessment Survey of 150 low-income clients and non-clients 

 Analysis of demographical data from US Census Bureau - American 

Community Survey 2011-2015 (5 year), published December 2016 

 Survey of social service professionals (106) in partnership with the 

Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency 

 Analysis of other state and local data sources, particularly Minnesota 

Department of Education, Department of Health, Department of Employment 

and Economic Development, Office of Labor, Minnesota Demographics, MN 

Compass 
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Needs Assessment Survey Methodology 

The Needs Assessment Survey instrument utilized in this assessment was designed in partnership 

with the Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency. To inform assessment design a review of current 

research was conducted, including a review of research reports regarding local conditions and 

community needs. While informative for assessment design, the analysis of local case studies and 

research reports found consistent limitations due to a lack low-income participation in focus groups, 

interviews, and surveys.  

Concerningly, research reports regarding low-income community issues often had noted limitations 

caused by a lack of participation from their study population. Consistently, the lack of low-income 

participation was noted as likely due to barriers created by the study design or by a lack of sufficient 

resources to secure adequate participation in the study process. The use of service provider 

participation was thus often used to supplement low-income participation; however, in many cases 

service provider participation was utilized in place of low-income participation. The 

underrepresentation of low-income individuals in studies intended to serve their needs is particularly 

concerning, considering their underrepresentation in community improvement activities and 

leadership roles in government and nonprofit agencies carrying out these activities. To overcome this 

research challenge and ensure direct and sufficient low-income participation, the use of considerable 

staff time, resources, and outreach was vital for the assessment to provide an accurate representation 

of low-income needs.  

To assess KOOTASCA’s service area, 150 one-on-one interviews with low income residents and were 

conducted  by KOOTASCA staff. Typical interview times were between 30 minutes and 1 hour. 

Participants were given a $5 cash incentive for participating.  A convenience sample of client and 

non-client participants were sought at community events, human service centers, and through 

existing KOOTASCA programming, providing a statistical reliability of ±8% at the 95% confidence 

level. Survey participants were asked to provide demographic, income, and service needs information 

for themselves and all members of their households. Participants were referred to applicable 

community resources and supports during the interview process. 

Participant demographic information is shown in Table 1 along with U.S. Census data for Itasca and 

Koochiching Counties for select characteristics.1  

 

                                                   
1 While assessment participants were significantly more likely to be female or to have a disability than 

residents of Itasca and Koochiching Counties, the households they represented were not significantly 

different than households of similar income as shown in Table 6: Survey household demographic data. Of 

note, the Needs Assessment Survey information is under representative of low-income seniors.  
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Table 1: Participant demographic characteristics 

 Survey Participant Data Census Data 

 
n % Itasca County Koochiching County 

Gender     

   Female 110 73.3% 50.5% 50.2% 

   Male 40 26.7% 49.5% 49.8% 

Age     

   Under 18 years 0 0.0% 21.1% 19.6% 

   18-34 years 69 46.3% 16.9% 16.2% 

   35-64 years 76 51.0% 42.0% 43.8% 

   65+ years 4 2.7% 20.0% 20.4% 

Race / Ethnicity     

   White alone 130 88.4% 8.6% 12.7% 

   Black or African American alone 2 1.4% 35.6% 27.0% 

   American Indian alone 9 6.1% 33.2% 28.3% 

   Asian alone 1 0.7% 16.4% 12.6% 

   Some other race alone 0 0.0% 25.0% 26.3% 

   Two or more races: 5 3.4% 20.5% 19.9% 

Annual household income    

   Less than $9,000 36 24.2%   

   $9,001-$12,000 23 15.4% 
  

   $12,001-$16,000 21 14.1% 
  

   $16,001-$21,000 22 14.8% 
  

   $21,001-$25,000 11 7.4% 
  

   $25,001-$29,000 11 7.4% 
  

   $29,001-$33,000 5 3.4% 
  

   $33,001-$37,000 7 4.7% 
  

   $37,001-$41,000 4 2.7% 
  

   More than $41,001 9 6.0% Median $47,761 Median $42,919 

Disability Status     

   With a disability 50 33.6% 15.8% 17.5% 

   Without a disability 99 66.4% 84.2% 82.5% 

Veteran Status     

   Veteran 17 11.5% 9.7% 9.1% 

   Nonveteran 131 88.5% 90.3% 90.9% 

Source: KOOTASCA Community Action; US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Service Area Description 

KOOTASCA Community Action’s service area includes Itasca 

and Koochiching counties. The total size of KOOTASCA’s 

service area is 5,771 square miles and is larger than the state 

of Connecticut or the country of Northern Ireland. From the 

southern border of Itasca County to the northern border of 

Koochiching County is 140 miles. Providing human services 

in an area this large with low population density can be 

challenging, as many low-income families have trouble 

maintaining transportation and telephone or internet service.  

Itasca County is 2,928 square miles in size and is the third-

largest county in the state of Minnesota. Itasca County’s 

population of approximately 45,435 is widely scattered 

among 16 small cities and 42 organized townships. The 

county seat is Grand Rapids, with a population of 11,097. 

Located in the south-central portion of the county, Grand 

Rapids serves as a regional center and draws many workers, 

shoppers, visitors, and tourists from outlying areas. Nearly 

two-thirds of the population of Itasca County lives within 10 

miles of Grand Rapids. The county has experienced slight 

population growth since the 1990s, which is expected to 

continue through 2030, as shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Historical Population and Population Trends of Itasca and Koochiching Counties 

 
Source: Assembled from Minnesota State Demographic Center, Historical Population Data and Projections 
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At 3,154 square miles in size, Koochiching County is the second-largest county in the state. 

Koochiching County is a sparsely populated county located along Minnesota’s border with Canada. 

The county seat is International Falls; the largest city in the county, it is located on the Canadian 

border and has a population of 6,171. Other small cities in the county include Littlefork, Big Falls, 

Northome, and Mizpah. There are no organized townships in Koochiching County. The total county 

population is 12,841. The county has experienced significant population decline since the 1980s 

which is anticipated to reverse slightly until 2020 and to then decline slightly through 2045, under 

current population estimates provided by the Minnesota State Demographic Center, as shown in 

Figure 1.  

While the two counties have many characteristics in common, they have disparate qualities that can 

lead to varied outcomes for their residents. When possible, care has been taken to differentiate the 

two through relevant analysis and presentation of comparative information. 

Community Demographic Characteristics and Trends 

 Itasca and Koochiching counties have significantly higher rates of individuals living below 

200% of the poverty rate than the State of Minnesota, with 31.2% more residents living below 

200% of the poverty rate than statewide. 

 The population of Itasca and Koochiching Counties over the age of 65 is rapidly increasing 

and is projected to reach 35% of the population by 2030. 

 The population of KOOTASCA’s Service Area is substantially less diverse than the state of 

Minnesota. 

Key community demographic information can be found in Table 2, along with comparative 

information for the State of Minnesota and the United States. 

 

KOOTASCA Circles of Support 
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Table 2: Community demographic characteristics 

 

Itasca 

County 

Koochiching 

County 
Minnesota 

United 

States 

Population 45,435 12,841 5,489,594 308,745,538 

Gender     

   Male 50.5% 50.2% 49.6% 48.9% 

   Female 49.5% 49.8% 50.4% 51.1% 

Age     

   Under 18 years 21.3% 19.9% 23.6% 23.3% 

   18 to 34 years 16.9% 16.4% 23.0% 23.5% 

   35 to 64 years 41.3% 42.9% 39.5% 39.2% 

   65 years and over 20.4% 20.9% 13.9% 14.1% 

Race     

   White alone 93.1% 93.7% 84.8% 73.6% 

   Black or African American alone 0.5% 0.9% 5.5% 12.6% 

   American Indian Alone 3.3% 3.3% 1.0% 0.8% 

   Asian alone 0.4% 0.6% 4.4% 5.1% 

   Some other race alone 0.3% 0.0% 1.6% 4.9% 

   Two or more races: 2.5% 1.5% 2.7% 3.0% 

Education (25+ years of age)     

   Less than high school graduate 7.2% 10.7% 7.5% 13.3% 

   High school graduate or GED 31.8% 36.5% 26.1% 27.8% 

   Some college, no degree 27.5% 23.9% 21.9% 21.1% 

   Associate’s degree 11.6% 10.5% 10.7% 8.1% 

   Bachelor’s degree 15.1% 13.5% 22.5% 18.5% 

   Master’s degree or higher 6.8% 4.9% 11.2% 11.2% 

Poverty Status     

   200% of poverty level and above 65.1% 63.4% 73.4% 65.7% 

   Living below 200% of poverty level 34.9% 36.6% 26.6% 34.3% 

   Living below 100% poverty level 13.6% 15.2% 11.3% 15.5% 

   Living in extreme poverty* 5.4% 6.1% 4.9% 6.8% 

Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates  

* Income below 50% of the poverty level. 
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Poverty in Itasca and Koochiching County 

Following a previous period of poverty reduction, the rate of poverty in KOOTASCA’s service area has 

risen steadily over the past 15 years and continues to rise. The historical trends in the rate of poverty 

in Itasca and Koochiching Counties over the past 55 years are shown below in Figure 2.  

Figure 2: Historical Poverty Rate  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census Population Estimates, American Community Survey 5-Year 

Estimates  

Trends in the rate of poverty in Itasca County, over the previous 55 years, have largely mirrored State 

and National trends in poverty growth and reduction. Following a significant period of poverty 

reduction through the 1960s and 1970s, from an extremely high poverty rate of 29.3% in 1960 to 

10.6% in 1980, the poverty rate in Itasca County has maintained a rate well above the State as a 

whole but which has largely mirrored state poverty trends. While experiencing fluctuations year to 

year, Itasca County has seen upward growth in its poverty rate over the past 15 years and is 

experiencing a near 20 year high in poverty levels with 13.6% of residents living in poverty. 

In Koochiching County, the rate of poverty had been historically less reactive to poverty trends 

experienced by neighboring Itasca County, the State of Minnesota, and the United States as a whole. 

Of particular note, Koochiching County’s poverty rate of 15.8% in 1960 notes significant affluence for 

the time period; particularly, when compared to neighboring Itasca County where 1 in 3 residents 

lived in conditions of poverty. Since the year 2000, Koochiching County has more closely matched 

local, state, and national poverty trends. Alarmingly though, Koochiching County is experiencing a 

near 50 year high in poverty with 15.5% of residents living in poverty. 
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Federal Poverty Guidelines

Figure 3: Poverty Status of Residents 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community 

Survey 5-Year Estimates 

While useful for historical purpose, the 

federal poverty guidelines (FPG) are an 

unrealistic estimate of what families need 

to meet their basic needs. It is commonly 

believed by non-profit and government 

organizations that serve low-income 

people that it takes, at a minimum, 

double the poverty income guidelines to 

meet a family’s basic needs. As shown in 

Figure 3, Itasca and Koochiching counties 

have significantly higher rates of 

individuals living below 200% of the 

poverty rate than the State of Minnesota, 

with 31.2% more of their residents living 

below 200% of the poverty rate than 

statewide.

The federal poverty guidelines are displayed in Table 3. The federal poverty guideline is used to 

qualify people for various state and federal programs. Head Start for example is 100% of the federal 

poverty guidelines or the incomes shown below. To receive free lunch in school, the guideline is 

130% of the incomes shown below. 

Table 3: Federal poverty guidelines, 2016 

 Persons in Family 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Poverty 

Guideline 
$11,880 $16,020 $20,160 $24,300 $28,440 $32,580 $36,730 $40,890 

200% of Poverty 

Guideline 
$23,760 $32,040 $40,320 $48,600 $56,880 $65,160 $73,460 $81,780 

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2016 
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Low Income Limits 

Figure 4: Low-Income Status of Residents 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, FY2016 LMI Information 

In addition to the federal poverty 

guidelines, the low-income limits, shown 

in Table 4 established by the Department 

of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) is commonly used to measure a 

family’s ability to meet basic needs and 

qualify for various state and federal 

housing programs, such as Section 8 or 

housing rehabilitation services offered by 

KOOTASCA. Generally considered a more 

relevant measure of poverty than the 

federal poverty guideline, the low income 

limits are based on area median income 

figures, adjusted for family size and 

geographical variations in the cost of 

housing.  

Table 4: Low income limits for Itasca and Koochiching Counties, 2016 

 Persons in Family 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Extremely Low 

Income Limit 

(30%) 

$13,450 $16,020 $20,160 $24,300 $28,440 $32,580 $36,730 $40,890 

Very Low Income 

Limit (50%) 
$22,350 $25,550 $28,750 $31,900 $34,500 $37,050 $39,600 $42,150 

Low Income Limit 

(80%) 
$35,750 $40,850 $45,950 $51,050 $55,150 $59,250 $63,350 $67,400 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, FY 2016 Income Limits Documentation 

Figure 5: Federal poverty guidelines and low income limits 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2016; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, FY 2016 Income Limits Documentation 
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Figure 6: Poverty status of residents in KOOTASCA service area by city 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Within Itasca and Koochiching counties the rate of poverty and of low income residents varies 

significantly by geography with significant economic disparities between some communities, as 

shown in Figure 6 and Figure 7.  
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Figure 7: Low income status of residents in KOOTASCA service area by city 

 
Source: Department of Housing and Urban Development FY2016 LMI Information 

While the rate of poverty and low income status vary significantly between communities, the majority 

residents experiencing these conditions reside within the towns and cities of the two counties. Of 

those in poverty, 60.8% in Itasca County and 74.6% in Koochiching County live within an established 

city. 

The rate of poverty by gender, age, race, educational attainment, and disability status for residents in 

Itasca and Koochiching Counties can be found in Table 5, along with comparative information for the 

State of Minnesota and the United States. Figure 8 displays the proportion of population by ratio of 

income to poverty level by age. 
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Figure 8: Proportion of population by ratio of income to poverty level by age 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Child Poverty 

Children under 18 years of age account 21.0% of the population in Itasca and Koochiching Counties, 

yet they account for 30.0% of the population in poverty and 34.4% of the population living in 

extreme poverty. As shown in Table 5 and Figure 8, the rate of child poverty in Itasca and 

Koochiching Counties is significantly greater than for the state of Minnesota. In KOOTASCA’s service 

area the rate of child poverty is 40% greater than in the state as a whole. 

As shown in Figure 9, the rate of child poverty and the degree of impoverishment decreases with 

age. Concerningly, nearly 60% of children under age 6 in Itasca County and 50% in Koochiching 

County are living below 200% of the poverty level, while only 37% of children statewide live below 

200% of the poverty level. 

Figure 9: Proportion of child population by ratio of income to poverty level by age 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Table 5: Rate of poverty by selected characteristics 

 

Itasca 

County 

Koochiching 

County 
Minnesota 

United 

States 

Population 45,435 12,841 5,489,594 308,745,538 

Gender     

   Male 12.7% 15.0% 10.4% 14.2% 

   Female 14.4% 15.5% 12.1% 16.7% 

Age     

   Under 18 years 20.8% 18.1% 14.5% 21.7% 

   18-34 years 21.7% 25.7% 16.5% 19.5% 

   35-64 years 9.7% 13.5% 7.7% 11.6% 

   65+ years 7.2% 7.8% 7.6% 9.4% 

Race     

   White alone 12.5% 13.5% 8.6% 12.7% 

   Black or African American alone 13.3% 100.0% 35.6% 27.0% 

   American Indian alone 23.4% 29.3% 33.2% 28.3% 

   Asian alone 17.5% 58.1% 16.4% 12.6% 

   Some other race alone 54.6% - 25.0% 26.3% 

   Two or more races 34.2% 36.7% 20.5% 19.9% 

 

    

Hispanic or Latino origin (any race) 41.8% - 23.5% 24.3% 

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino 12.3% 13.5% 8.1% 10.8% 

Education (25+ years of age)     

Population over 25 years of age 10.5% 13.0% 8.5% 12.0% 

   Less than high school graduate 17.5% 28.0% 25.7% 27.5% 

   High school graduate or GED 14.0% 12.9% 11.1% 14.3% 

   Some college, associate’s degree 9.6% 11.2% 8.0% 10.5% 

   Bachelor’s degree or higher 5.1% 8.0% 3.2% 4.5% 

Disability     

   With a disability 22.6% 21.2% 20.4% 22.2% 

   Without a disability 11.9% 13.9% 10.2% 14.5% 

Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates  
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Age 

Figure 10: Population by age by county 

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Within KOOTASA’s service are, as shown in Figure 10, there are approximately 2,958 children under 5 

years of age, 10,513 children and youth aged 5 to 19, 8,625 adults aged 20 to 34, 24,319 adults aged 

35 to 64, and 12,014 seniors aged 65 and older. 

Figure 11: Proportion of the population over 65 years of age by year by selected geographies 

 
Source: Minnesota State Demographic Center, County population projections by age and gender 2015-2045; US 

Census Bureau, Decennial Census and Population Estimates  

The proportion of the population of Itasca and Koochiching Counties that are 65 years of age or 

older (23%) is currently considerably greater than the State of Minnesota as a whole (15%); this gap 

is projected to remain steady over the next 15 years, as the proportion of the population over age 65 
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continues to increase, as displayed in Figure 11. This demographic shift will likely cause considerable 

economic and labor force changes as well as increased demand for social and senior services.  

As these individuals age, increased consumption of health care resources and other services will 

cause the demand for labor to grow, meanwhile the supply of labor will decrease, as these 

individuals transition into retirement and semi-retirement reducing the labor participation rate.  

Diversity in Community 

Less racially and ethnically diverse than the state as a whole, the population of KOOTASCA’s Service 

Area is 93% white. This is substantially more homogenous than the state of Minnesota, which is 85% 

white, and the United States, which is 77% white, as shown in Table 2.  American Indians, the largest 

population of color, account for 3% of the population, compared to 1% statewide and less than 1% 

nationally. 

From an economic perspective, having a diverse population (in age, sex, and ethnicity) to draw upon 

for a labor force is beneficial for creating a more diversified economy and for meeting labor 

demands of employers, as the availability and variety of skills, knowledge, and work histories of 

workforce candidates in the labor pool is more diverse than that of more homogenous populations.  

Figure 12: Race/Ethnicity by county,  

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Educational Attainment 

Figure 13: Educational Attainment of Population 25+ Years of Age 

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates  

KOOTASCA’s service area has a significantly lower degree of post-secondary educational attainment 

(57%) than the state of Minnesota (66%), as shown in Figure 13. Further, the proportion of residents 

with a high school education or less (42%) is significantly higher than statewide (34%), suggesting 

potentially poorer local educational outcomes and/or the lack of a knowledge work economy 

capable of attracting or retaining residents with higher educational levels, when compared to the 

State or Nation.  

Figure 14: Rate of poverty by level of educational attainment 

 

Source: US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Further, contrary to traditional trends in education and income levels, as shown in Figure 14, the rate 

of poverty for individuals with less than a high school degree in Itasca County is significantly less 

than in Koochiching County, Minnesota, or the United States, and the rate of poverty for individual’s 
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with a bachelor’s degree in Koochiching County is significantly higher than in Itasca County, 

Minnesota, or the United States. In addition, the rate of poverty for individuals with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher in Koochiching County is significantly greater than in Itasca County, Minnesota, or 

the United States. 

 

KOOTASCA Head Start Student Enrichment 
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Community Assessment Survey  

In order for KOOTASCA understand the conditions of poverty and the experiences of people in 

poverty in our community at a greater level of detail, it is key to know who the people in poverty in 

our communities are and what they are experiencing.  What follows are the results of KOOTASCA’s 

community assessment survey. Table 6 reports the demographic characteristics of the households 

that participated in the Community Needs Assessments 

Overall Most Reported Problems 

1. 71% of participants reported that it was a problem to have enough money each month to pay 

bills. 

2. 70% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to pay debt or take care 

of bad credit. 

3. 65% of participants reported that affordable recreation was a problem. 

4. 65% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to start a savings plan. 

5. 63% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to get credit. 

6. 59% of participants reported that finding a job that pays enough to meet basic needs was a 

problem. 

7. 59% of participants reported that having enough money to buy clothing was a problem. 

8. 58% of participants reported that dealing with emotional or mental health issues was a 

problem. 

9. 56% of participants reported that having enough money to buy food was a problem. 

10. 56% of participants reported that finding a job that provides healthcare was a problem. 
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Table 6: Survey household demographic data 

 Survey Household Data Census Data (Residents in Poverty) 

 # % 
Itasca 

County 

Koochiching 

County 
Minnesota 

United 

States 

Gender       

   Male 205 46.5% 47.3% 49.4% 45.9% 44.8% 

   Female 235 53.5% 52.7% 50.6% 54.1% 55.2% 

Age 
  

    

   Under 18 years 206 46.8% 32.4% 23.3% 30.6% 33.0% 

   18 to 34 years 113 25.7% 27.0% 27.4% 32.8% 28.7% 

   35 to 64 years 113 25.7% 30.0% 38.8% 27.4% 29.8% 

   65 years and over 8 1.8% 10.5% 10.5% 9.2% 8.5% 

Race / Ethnicity 
    

  

   White alone 379 86.1% 86.1% 83.5% 65.1% 60.6% 

   Black or African American  2 0.5% 0.3% 4.7% 17.2% 21.6% 

   American Indian alone 35 7.9% 5.5% 6.1% 3.0% 1.5% 

   Asian alone 4 0.9% 0.5% 2.2% 6.5% 4.2% 

   Some other race alone 0 - 1.4% 0.0% 3.4% 8.3% 

   Two or more races: 20 4.6% 6.1% 3.4% 4.8% 3.8% 

Education 25+ years of 

age 

      

   Less than high school 16 7.6% 11.3% 22.5% 22.2% 30.0% 

   High school or equivalent 77 36.7% 41.9% 36.1% 33.8% 32.9% 

   Some college, associate’s 

degree 
92 43.8% 36.0% 29.9% 31.1% 25.7% 

   Bachelor’s degree or 

higher 
25 11.9% 10.7% 11.5% 12.9% 11.4% 

Disability Status 
  

    

   With a disability 92 20.8% 21.5% 21.7% 17.9% 19.2% 

   Without a disability 348 79.2% 78.5% 78.3% 82.1% 80.8% 

Source: KOOTASCA Community Action; US Census Bureau, 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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“I get screwed over at least twice a 

week by my employer; who calls me 

in and sends me home before my 

shift is up because business is slow.” 

 

“There is too much stress at work 

because I’m working three jobs.” 

Employment 

 46% of participants reported that finding a job was a problem for someone in their 

household and 59% reported that finding a job that pays enough to meet basic needs was 

a problem. 

 47% of participants were dissatisfied with their current employment situation. 

 There is a growing employment access and skills gap between the poor and working poor; 

households in poverty (48%) were significantly more likely to report a problem experiencing 

difficulty finding a job in the past 2 years than low-income households not in poverty 

(26%). 

 63% of participant households earned income through employment. Of households without 

employment income, 51% received Supplemental Security Income2 and/or Social Security 

Disability and 22% received Social Security, veteran’s benefits, and/or pension/retirement 

income. 

 33% of households with children and 44% of single female headed households reported that 

work hours make it difficult to find child care. 

 12% of participants reported that the criminal record of a member of their household has 

affected their ability find housing or a job 

Employment Satisfaction 

47% of participants were dissatisfied with their current 

employment situation. When asked why, respondents 

reported: 

 Being unemployed or underemployed 

 Earning minimum wage or insufficient pay to 

support themselves or their family 

 Inflexible work schedules 

 Lack of employment opportunities 

 Disability or medical limitations 

 Workplace harassment and bullying 

  

                                                   
2 Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a Federal income supplement program funded by general tax 

revenues designed to help blind, elderly, and disabled who have little or no income to meet basic needs 

for food, clothing, and shelter. 
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“I have no car insurance and I got in 

trouble with the law and I got my 

license revoked. Now I have no 

driver’s license. I have no 

transportation to work.” 

 

“After going on maternity leave I 

couldn’t get my job back. They had 

filled my position…. My husband just 

had shoulder surgery and is having a 

hard time finding a job. 

 

“I was told I didn't have the 

experience they were looking for, and 

employers only wanted me to work 

one day a week which is not 

enough.” 

Barriers to Employment 

46% of participants reported that finding a job was a 

problem for someone in their household. When asked why 

they or someone in their household had a hard time finding 

employment, participants reported: 

 Lack of available jobs 

 Employers do not respond to applicants 

 Lack of experience 

 Too much competition for positions 

 Criminal history 

 Disability  

 Lack of flexible hours 

 Unable to find childcare 

12% of participants reported that the criminal record of a 

member of their household has affected their ability find 

housing or a job, as shown in Figure 15.  

 

 

Figure 15: Participant household criminal history 
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Figure 16: Historical unemployment rate in Itasca and Koochiching Counties 

 
Source: United States Department of Labor, Historical Employment Statistics Information; Minnesota 

Department of Employment and Economic Development, Local Area Unemployment Statistics 

As shown in Figure 16, unemployment has steadily been in decline since 2010 for Itasca and 

Koochiching Counties. The reported difficulty for low-income clients to achieve employment, meet 

experience requirements, and the reported lack of employment opportunities, likely suggests that 

there is a growing employment access and skills gap between those with financial resources and 

those without. Even among the low-income assessment participants, households in poverty (48%) 

were significantly more likely to report a problem experiencing difficulty finding a job in the past 

2 years than low-income households not in poverty (26%). 

Income 
Figure 17: Participant sources of household income 

 

As shown in Figure 17, 63% of participants earned income through employment opportunities.  Of 

the 37% who were not employed, 51% received Supplemental Security Income and/or Social Security 

Disability and 22% received Social Security, veteran’s benefits, and/or pension/retirement income. 
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Other sources of income participants reported included selling blood or plasma, selling personal 

belongings, recycling metals, asking relatives or friends for money, and asking for money on the 

streets. 

Figure 18: Sources of household income for KOOTASCA clients 

 

In addition, the wage sources for 3,488 households receiving KOOTASCA services in an income 

tested program were analyzed for the same period. The results are shown in Figure 18. As with 

Community Needs Assessment participant households, the predominant source of income is 

employment.  
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Table 7: Employment issues and needs 

 

 

All Respondents 

(n=147)

Households living 

in Poverty (n=90)

Low-Income 

Households not in 

Poverty (n=57)

Households with 

Children (n=80)

Single Mother 

Households (n=27)

Finding a job that pays enough to meet your needs 59% 63% 53% 54% 48%

Finding a job that provides health insurance 56% 57% 54% 46% 52%

Dissatisfied with employment 47% 51% 40% 35% 30%

Finding a job 46% 52% 35% 39% 30%

Experienced difficulty in finding a job (2yrs) 39% 48% 26% 33% 19%

Clothes to wear for interviewing or on-the-job 31% 36% 23% 28% 26%

Transportation to get to work 29% 34% 21% 20% 19%

25% 24% 26% 20% 11%

Help with resume writing and interviewing skills 22% 24% 19% 16% 19%

Work hours make it difficult to find child care 21% 26% 14% 33% 44%

Loan to start your own business 15% 17% 12% 11% 7%

Information about starting your own business 12% 12% 12% 10% 7%

Necessary skills and/or training to get a job or for 

advancement

Percent of households who reported an item as a "serious problem" or "somewhat of a problem" for 

their household.

Employment Issues
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Education 

 Participants reported high levels of high school completion. 92% of low-income adults had 

completed a high school degree or equivalent. 

 51% of participants reported adults in their household would like to further their education. 

 Significant barriers exist to continued education for low-income adults in both time and 

money. Further having appropriate childcare in order to attend training or college is a 

problem for 38% of participants with children. 

 Single female headed households were significantly more likely (33%) to report help 

applying for financial aid or assistance to attend training or college as a problem than 

other groups. 

Educational Attainment and Aspirations 
Table 8: Educational attainment of adults (25+ years of age) 

  Participants reported high levels of high 

school completion. As shown in Table 

8, 92% of low-income adults had 

achieved high school degree or 

equivalent; however, only 12% had 

achieved a bachelor’s degree or higher.  

 

Table 9: Aspirations for continued adult education 

 When asked if any adult members of 

their household would like to pursue 

additional education, 51% of 

participants reported adults in their 

household would. The most popular 

choices for continued educational 

opportunities were 4 year and 1 or 2 

year college degree program followed 

by short term certificate programs, as 

shown in Table 9.  

  

Educational Attainment 

( 25+ years of age) 
N=210 

   Less than high school 7.6% 

   High school or equivalent 36.7% 

   Some college, associate’s degree 43.8% 

   Bachelor’s degree or higher 11.9% 

What type(s) of further education? N=76 

Other short-term certificate such as ServSAFE, 

CNA, CDL, Paraprofessional etc. 
32% 

High School Diploma or GED 5% 

1 or 2 year degree 46% 

4 year degree 50% 

Beyond a 4 year degree  3% 
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“There isn't a local nursing program 

that will allow me to take just two 

classes a semester; it's all or nothing 

which does not work for me and my 

family.” 

 

“Only a fool would go to college and 

get in debt with no promise of a job. 

That college stuff is killing poor 

people.” 

 

Table 10: Aspirations for training and careers 

When asked what industry participants 

were most interested in obtaining a 

career or training, participants were most 

interested in the fields of healthcare, 

education, and office related work, as 

shown in Table 10. Participants were least 

interested in careers in manufacturing, 

transportation, and construction.  

 

 

 

Barriers to Education 

 49% of participants reported that having enough money to attend training or college was 

a problem. 

 41% reported having enough money to afford school supplies was a problem. 

 38% of participants with children reported having appropriate childcare in order to attend 

training or college was a problem. 

More than half of participants reported a desire to pursue 

additional education for themselves or another adult in 

their household. When asked what challenges and barriers 

their household faced in getting further education, 

participants reported: 

 Not enough time to go to school  and earn an 

income 

 Education is too costly 

 Unable to find childcare 

 Already have existing unpaid student loans 

 Uncertain of field of study  

 Uncertain job prospects 

.

What industry are you most interested in 

obtaining training or a career? 
N=78 

Healthcare (Including home health) 26.9% 

Education 15.4% 

Office Related Work 12.8% 

Corrections/Law Enforcement  9.0% 

Early Childhood/Childcare 9.0% 

Hospitality  7.7% 

Natural Resources and Mining  7.7% 

Construction 5.1% 

Transportation 3.8% 

Manufacturing  2.6% 
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Table 11: Education issues and needs 
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Quality of Life and Basic Needs 

 71% of participants reported that it was a problem to have enough money each month to 

pay bills. 

 70% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to pay debt or take 

care of bad credit. 

 65% of participants reported that affordable recreation was a problem. 

 65% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to start a savings 

plan. 

 63% of participants reported that it was a problem to have the ability to get credit. 

 59% of participants reported that having enough money to buy clothing was a problem. 

 56% of participants reported that having enough money to buy food was a problem. 

 64% of single female headed households reported that establishing or receiving child 

support was a problem. 

 41% of households living in poverty reported that being treated poorly because of who 

they are was a problem. 

 

The inability to afford basic needs 

and services for participants were 

the most commonly reported issues 

in the assessment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 19: Annual household income of participants 
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Personal and Family Strengths 

When asked what they believed their household's 

greatest gifts and strengths were, participants reported:  

 Family, children, and social connections 

 Personal work ethic 

 A home to live in 

 Heat and running water 

 Employment 

 Family Pets 

 Faith 

A word bubble of responses is shown in Figure 20.  

 

Figure 20: Reported household strengths  

 

 

  

“We have a good work ethic. We’re committed 

to family-providing for family and our 

children's education.” 

 

“Family first. Even though we struggle 

financially, we try our hardest to meet our 

children’s needs.” 

 

“Having left an abusive situation, I’m happy to 

have a home without abuse, and to be reliant 

on myself and not another person.” 



 

Quality of Life and Basic Needs - 32 

Greatest Needs 

When asked what single thing they believed would most 

help their household meet its, participants reported:  

 Employment or better employment 

 Housing / safe, affordable, or livable housing 

 Education 

 Food support 

 Childcare 

 Transportation 

 

A word bubble of responses is shown in Figure 21.  

 

 

Figure 21: Reported household needs 

 

  

"Wish that I could make more money. I have 

just had to drop hours so that I could qualify for 

an affordable insurance plan. Without MnSure I 

wouldn't even be able to get insurance." 

 

“Less racism in this community.”  

 

“A good paying job that fits a four year degree. 

I worked to get my degree and now there are 

no jobs.” 
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Table 12: Quality of life issues and needs 

 

Table 13: Food affordability 

In the past two weeks have you… 

(n=150) 
Yes No 

Been able to afford enough food to eat? 85% 15% 

Been able to afford the food you wanted to 

eat? 

55% 45% 

Been able to afford healthy food? 60% 40% 

Had at least two complete meals a day? 77% 23% 

Eaten at least 4 servings of fruit and 

vegetables each day (includes potatoes)? 

33% 67% 
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“I was refused because of my 

insurance. Many don’t take state 

insurance and for those that do 

there is a waiting list.” 

 

“They will always avoid poor 

people” 

Health 

 138 of 150 Participants reported having health care   

 78% of participants reported their health as good, very good, or excellent. 

 49% of participants reported that dealing with a physical health issue was a problem. 

 Participants reported challenges, with weight, smoking, chronic pain, mental illness, and 

depression as key challenges to their personal health. 

 58% of participants and 68% of single female headed households reported that dealing with 

emotional or mental health issues was a problem. 

 54% of participants reported that having trouble doing things that you normally enjoy or 

feeling sad, empty, and blue was a problem. 

 A significant gap in dental coverage exists between households in poverty and those near to 

poverty who do not have employer provided coverage or qualify for government assisted 

dental coverage. 46% of low-income households not in poverty had problems with dental 

insurance coverage, while only 17% of households in poverty did. 

Dental Care 

46% of low-income households not in poverty reported 

dental insurance coverage as a problem; however, only 

17% of households in poverty reported it as a problem, 

suggesting a significant gap in dental coverage available 

between those directly in poverty and the near to 

poverty. 

Further, 28% of participants have been refused dental 

care or did not seek dental care because they 

believed they would be refused. When asked why they 

were refused dental care or believed they would be 

refused, participants reported: 

 Unaccepted type of insurance, such as IMCare 

 Lack of dental insurance  

 Inability to pay out of pocket or arrange a payment plan  

 Turned away in the past 

 Dentists avoid poor patients 
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Health Strengths 

When asked what they believed was going well 

for their personal health, participants reported:  

 “Everything” 

 Personal mobility, able to get around  

 Sobriety 

 Maintaining healthy body weight 

 Successfully managing existing conditions 

A word bubble of responses is shown in Figure 22. 

 

Figure 22: Participant health strengths 

 

  

“With help I quit smoking, alcohol, and 

marijuana use. I have a place to cook, and I 

walk every day.” 

 

“I’m healthy overall; I’m thankful I can still 

dance at pow wows.” 

 

“I have awesome mental health services and 

supports!” 
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Health Challenges 

When asked what they believed their greatest 

challenge to personal health was, participants 

reported:  

 Unhealthy weight and obesity 

 Smoking 

 Mental illness, particularly depression 

 Living with chronic pain, particularly back 

pain 

 Chronic health issues, such as diabetes, 

cancer, or asthma 

A word bubble of responses is shown in  

Figure 23. 

 

Figure 23: Respondent health challenges 

 

“I can’t afford medication for my depression 

and anxiety. I’ve had to buy off the street” 

 

“It’s a constant challenge to keep up with all 

of the appointments for myself and 

everyone in my family” 

 

“Finding providers that will listen to me 

about my health issues.” 
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Table 14: Health issues and needs 
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Housing 

 42% of participants reported that they were dissatisfied with their housing situation. 

 25% of participants reported that unsafe housing was a problem. 

 52% of participant households were cost burdened and spending 30% or more of their 

monthly income on rent or mortgage payments. 

 15% of participants were staying with friends or relatives on a temporary basis and 16% of 

homeowners and renters had friends or relatives staying with them on a temporary basis. 

 49% of participants moved within the 2 past years.  

 76% of low-income homeowners not in poverty reported that having money to fix up their 

home was a problem. 

 28% of participants were homeless during the previous 2 years.  

Housing Issues 

Participants reported high levels of 

housing dissatisfaction with 42% 

dissatisfied with their current housing 

situation. As shown in Figure 24, 15% 

of participants were living with 

relatives or friends. Of the 77% of 

participants who rented or owned their 

own home, 16% had friends or 

relatives living with them on a 

temporary basis. 

When asked why participants were 

dissatisfied with their current housing 

situation, respondents reported: 

 High rent or mortgage costs 

 Over-crowded homes 

 Unsafe or unsanitary conditions 

 Poor housing conditions and quality 

 A desire to be independent or not burden friends and relatives 

  

Rent their 
home
45%

Own their 
home
32%

Staying with 
relatives or 

friends
15%

Homeless
5%

Other
3%

(n=148) 

Figure 24: Participant household housing situation 
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Housing Stability 

 28% of participants were homeless during the previous 2 

years, and 5% of participants were homeless during 

the assessment. The average length of homelessness 

for those homeless for less than a year was 1.7 

months. 

 49% of participants moved within the past 2 years, 

with 22% of participants moving more than once. 

Single female headed households were particularly 

susceptible to housing stability with 61% of single female 

headed households reporting that moving within the past 

2 years was a problem. 

 52% of participants households with a rent or mortgage payment were cost burdened by 

their housing situation and spending 30% or more of their monthly income on housing costs.  

 34% of participant’s households who rented their housing received some form of housing 

subsidy, such as Section 8. 

Homeowner Issues 

 76% of low-income homeowners not in poverty 

reported that having money to fix up their 

home was a problem. 

 13% of homeowners and 43% of singe-female 

parent homeowners reported that being more 

than one month behind on their house 

payment was a problem. 

 61% of homeowners reported that making 

heating and utility payments was a problem. 

Renter Issues 

 49% of renters reported that getting a loan to 

buy a home was a problem 

 45% of renters reported that making heating 

and utility payments was a problem. 

 44% of renters reported that help with down 

payment and closing costs was a problem. 

 17% of renters were interested in learning more 

about landlord and tenant rights and 

responsibilities.  

One participant, a single working 

mother, reported moving 16 times 

within the past 2 years. 

KOOTSACA Weatherization 
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Figure 25: Housing issues and needs 

 

Figure 26: Homeowner issues and needs 
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Figure 27: Renter issues and needs 

 

 

Client home before and after KOOTASCA Housing Rehabilitation 
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Transportation 

 56% of participants reported that money to buy gas was a problem. 

 52% of participants reported that money to buy a car was a problem. 

 51% of participants reported that money to pay for car insurance was a problem. 

 57% of participants reported that assistance in maintaining a vehicle  was a problem 

 77% of respondents reported that their households owned a car. The average year of 

production being 2001. 

 20% of households that owned a car reported being unable to drive the car that they own. 

 50% of households that owned a car reported needing car repairs within the previous 

month. 

 25% of participants reported using Arrowhead Transit. 

   

KOOTASCA Wheels to Work 
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Table 15: Transportation issues and needs 
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Children and Youth 

 35% of households with children age 18 and 

under reported that one or more of their 

children had a diagnosed disability and an 

additional 17% suspected their child had a 

disability.  

 44% of households with children had problems 

paying for after-school opportunities. 

 28% of households with children reported that 

transportation for a child to after-school 

opportunities was a problem. 

 37% of households with children reported that 

finding infant care was a problem. 

 28% of households with children reported that 

money to pay for childcare was a problem. 

 

 

Early Childhood Education and Child Care 
Table 16: Household participation in child programming 

Participants with children reported 

their use of early childhood 

education opportunities, as shown in 

Table 16.   

 

 

Not including the use of school based, Head Start or Early Head Start services, 69% of participants 

with children reported using child care for their children, besides the primary caregiver, as shown in 

Figure 29. For 20% of participants with children Head Start and Early Head Start were the only source 

of care. Licensed child care was the most popular arrangement for child care with 61% reporting its 

use. Additionally, informal arrangements with relatives, friends, and social connections were a key 

source of child care.  

 

Program n=80 

Head Start 66.3% 

Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) 22.5% 

Special Education (K-12) 18.8% 

Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) 17.5% 

Early Head Start 12.5% 

Pre-school/School Readiness 11.3% 

Figure 28: Persons in participant households 
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Figure 29: How is your child care provided? 

(Not including school based, Head Start, or 

Early Head Start services) 

 

Disability 
Table 17: Reported prevalence of disabilities 

for children under 18 years of age 

35% of participant households with children age 

18 and under reported that one or more of their 

children had a diagnosed disability and an 

additional 17% suspected their child had a 

disability. As shown in Table 17, 

emotional/behavioral disabilities were the most 

prevalent, followed more specifically by ADHD, 

and then speech/language disabilities. 

 

 

 

  

Disability n=206 

Emotional/Behavior  7.3% 

Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity 5.8% 

Speech/Language 3.4% 

Developmental Delay 2.9% 

Learning Disability 1.9% 

Orthopedic 1.5% 

Traumatic Brain Injury 1.5% 

Autism 1.5% 

Health Impairment 1.0% 

Vision 1.0% 

Autism 1.5% 

Hearing 0.5% 

Participants reported key challenges with child care: 

 37% of households with children reported that 

finding infant care was a problem; however, 

only 26% of single female headed households 

with children reported such. 

 28% of households with children reported that 

money to pay for childcare was a problem. 

 25% of households with children reported that 

money to pay for childcare was a problem. 
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Out-of-School Time Opportunities 

 44% of households with children had problems paying for after-school opportunities. 

 44% of single female household reported that having non-athletic opportunities after-

school for their children was a problem. 

 28% of households with children reported that transportation for a child to after-school 

opportunities was a problem. 

 17% of households with children reported that having safe community spaces after-school 

was a problem. 

 

While not disambiguated by income status, according to the 2016 Minnesota Student Survey, cost 

is the number one external barrier to youth participation in after school activities in Itasca and 

Koochiching Counties, with 1 in 5 children reporting this barrier. The second largest barrier is the 

inability to get to programs after-school or home afterwards, 19% reporting such. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

KOOTASCA Head Start 
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Parenting 

When asked what they felt was the most fulfilling aspect 

of parenting, participants reported:  

 Watching the grow up 

 Seeing them succeed 

 Family 

 Love 

 Teaching them 

 Providing as a parent 

A word bubble of responses is shown in Figure 30. 

Figure 30: Reported joys of parenting 

 

 

”Being a part of their life to help them learn and watch them grow. To be there to guide them so they 

will hopefully take the right paths in life that will lead them to a prosperous life full of happiness and 

love.  Every parent wants their children to be happy and love what they do in life! 

“Watching them develop their own 

personalities, helping provide for them in areas 

that they are interested, and hearing children 

say profound things in their level of 

understanding.” 

 

“Teaching them to be kind, courteous, and 

respectful-treat everyone as they want to be 

treated-best is love!” 
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Table 18: Children and youth issues and needs 
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Head Start Community Needs 

Assessment 

Demographic make-up of Head Start eligible children and families, 

including their estimated number, geographic location, and racial and 

ethnic composition 
During the 2015-2016 school year, the total cumulative enrollment in KOOTASCA Early Head Start 

and Head Start was 260. The total funded enrollment was 231. The greatest number of children 

attended Early Head Start and Head Start programming in the county seats of Itasca and 

Koochiching counties. Head Start and Early Head Start sites are located in Grand Rapids, 

International Falls, Deer River, Taconite, Marble, Pengilly, Nashwauk, Keewatin, and Northome. 

The racial/ethnic composition of children attending Early Head Start in Itasca and Koochiching 

counties was 35 White, 5 biracial, and 2 Black of African American. The racial/ethnic composition of 

children attending Head Start in Itasca and Koochiching counties was 173 White, 25 biracial, and 20 

American Indian. In both Early Head Start and Head Start, 20% of children were non-white. According 

to 2015 American Community Survey estimates, 6.9% of Itasca County residents and 6.3% of 

Koochiching County residents were non-white. 

There is a need for increased Early Head Start and Head Start services in both counties. As shown in 

Table 19, it is estimated that there are 422 Head Start Eligible Children in Itasca County and 96 In 

Koochiching County. Further it is estimated that there are 633 Early Head Start Eligible Children in 

Itasca County and 144 in Koochiching County. 
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Table 19: Head Start and Early Head Start estimate of eligibility 

School District 
Kindergarten 

Enrollment 

Free Lunch 

Enrollment 

Head Start Eligible 

Children 

Early Head Start 

Eligible Children 

Greenway 316 76 40 80 120 

Deer River 317 62 36 72 108 

Grand Rapids 318 271 113 226 339 

Nashwauk-Keewatin 319 47 22 44 66 

Itasca Total 456 211 422 633 

I. Falls 361 77 35 70 105 

Littlefork-Big Falls 362 29 9 18 27 

South Koochiching 363 13 4 8 12 

Koochiching Total 119 48 96 144 

Total 575 259 518 777 

Source: Minnesota Department of Education. 2015-2016 Special Population Enrollment 

Note: Free lunch enrollment eligibility is based on 130% percent of the Federal Poverty Line. To arrive at the number 

of children income eligible for Head Start, free-lunch enrollment was multiplied by two (ages 3 and 4). To arrive at 

number of children income eligible for Early Head Start, the free-lunch enrollment was multiplied by three (ages 0, 1, 

and 2). 

Further as shown in Table 20, there is a considerable gap in the availability of licensed childcare in 

Koochiching and Itasca Counties. When excluding Head Start and Early Head start, there are only 

1,542 licensed childcare slots for children aged 0 to 5 to serve 2,875 children in KOOTASCA’s Service 

Area. 

Table 20: Licensed child care availability gap 

 
Source: Minnesota Department of Education. 2015-2016 Special Population Enrollment; Minnesota Parent 

Aware, 2015 
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Other child development and childcare programs that are serving Head 

Start eligible children, including publicly funded State and local 

preschool programs, and the approximate number of Head Start 

eligible children served by each. 

The school districts in both Itasca and Koochiching counties provide Early Childhood Family 

Education (ECFE) and School Readiness programming. School Readiness is specifically designed for 

high-risk children ages 3-5 and consequently serves many Head Start eligible children. ECFE is 

provided to all children ages 0-5, however, it also serves a high percentage of Head Start eligible 

children.  

In Itasca County during the 2015-2016 school year, a total of 407 children participated in School 

Readiness. During the same year, 942 Itasca County children ages 0-5 were enrolled in Early 

Childhood Family Education (ECFE). In Koochiching County, a total of 136 children participated in 

School Readiness during the 2015-2016 school year. During the same year, 126 children ages 0-5 

were enrolled in ECFE.  

Another significant program that provides child development programming in Itasca County is Invest 

Early. Invest Early is a collaboration between the four local school districts, KOOTASCA Head Start, 

Itasca County Health and Human Services, Itasca Community College, Bemidji State University, and 

the Blandin Foundation. The Invest Early partnership together provided 494 early childhood slots for 

children six weeks old to kindergarten. The pre-school programming is unique in several ways. For 

one, both children and staff from Head Start, School Readiness, and Invest Early are blended 

together to provide a comprehensive pre-school experience for children and support for families. A 

common application is required for all of these early childhood programs, and a team meets to rank 

applications based on income and additional risk factors. After the applications are ranked, children 

are slotted into the funding stream that best meets their needs. All Head Start income-eligible slots 

are filled first, and then the Blandin-funded slots, and finally School Readiness. If a family drops from 

Head Start during the year any income eligible child being served through one of the other funded 

streams is put into the Head Start slot. At any given time the number of Head Start eligible children 

not being served in a Head Start-funded pre-school slot is approximately six. 

More than 50 Invest Early slots have been dedicated to infants and toddlers because little 

programming has traditionally been available to them. Children attend as needed with services 

available 6 am - 6 pm Monday-Friday. Applications are gathered and ranked according to income 

and a list of family risk factors to ensure that the neediest family receives the services. At any one 

time, approximately 98% of the infants and toddlers served by Invest Early are Head Start eligible.   
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The estimated number of children with disabilities four years old or 

younger, including types of disabilities and relevant services and 

resources provided to these children by community agencies. 

During the 2015-2016 school year, a total of 59 Head Start children in Itasca and Koochiching 

counties had an Individualized Education Program (IEP), indicating that they had been determined 

eligible to receive special education. The diagnosed disabilities among this group were emotional 

disturbance, one; speech or language impairments, ten; hearing impairment, one; and non-

categorical/developmental delay, 59. In addition, 11 Early Head Start children in Itasca and 

Koochiching counties had an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP). The disabilities for these 

children were not specified. 

According to the US Census Bureau 2011-2015 5 year estimates, 23 to 45 children four years old or 

younger had a disability in Itasca County and that 5 to 29 children four years old or younger in 

Koochiching County had a disability.  

Services for children with disabilities in Itasca and Koochiching counties include Early Childhood 

Special Education, Interagency Early Intervention Committees, Northern Lakes Special Education Co-

op, and the Forget-Me-Not Foundation.  

Other agencies that provide services to children with disabilities include: 

The PACER Center – A Minnesota coalition concerned with education of children and youth with 

physical, mental, emotional and behavioral disabilities.   

The University of Minnesota Extension Service – Provides information and resources as requested 

by professionals and families.  
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Data regarding the education, health, nutrition, and social service 

needs of Head Start eligible children and their families. 

 

From the 2015-2016 School Year 
Early Head 

Start 
Head Start 

Number of children with household income 

below 100 percent of federal poverty line. 
27 131 

Number enrolled in Medicaid and/or CHIP. 37 201 

Number of children with chronic condition. 4 56 

Number of children overweight. 0 55 

Number of children obese. 0 47 

Number of children for whom a mental 

health professional provided three or more 

consultations with program staff. 

3 66 

Number of children for whom a mental 

health professional facilitated a referral for 

mental health services. 

2 42 

Number of children who had an 

Individualized Education Program or 

Individualized Family Service Plan. 

11 59 

Number of families who received 

emergency/crisis intervention. 
21 138 

Number of families who received housing 

assistance. 
17 132 

Number of families that experienced 

homelessness. 
4 7 

Number of single-parent families in which 

the parent/guardian was working. 
8 60 

Number of single-parent families in which 

the parent/guardian was not working. 
15 45 

Number of two-parent families in which 

one or both parents/guardians were 

working. 

12 82 

Number of two-parent families in which 

both parents/guardians were not working. 
3 19 

Highest level of education obtained by the child’s parent(s)/guardian(s) 

An advanced degree or baccalaureate 

degree 
1 19 

An associate degree, vocational school, or 

some college 
16 102 

High school graduate or GED 13 74 

Less than high school graduate 8 11 
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The education, health, nutrition and social service needs of Head Start 

eligible children and their families as defined by families of Head Start 

eligible children and by institutions in the community that serve young 

children; 

Note: Data presented in this section was gathered through the survey and interviewing of 53 parents 

of Head Start Children with the Needs Community Assessment Survey Tool. 
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Table 21: Head Start trend table 

 PIR 2002-2003 PIR 2007-2008 PIR 2015-2016 

 Total 
Percent 

Change 
Total 

Percent 

Change 
Total 

Percent 

Change 

Total actual enrollment 266 N/A 235 -12% 218 -7% 

Total families served 247 N/A 272 10% 206 -24% 

Number of single parent 

families 
96 N/A 143 49% 105 -27% 

Family receives TANF 

benefits 
143 N/A 66 -54% 31 -53% 

Families participating in 

the WIC program 
154 N/A 235 52% 158 -33% 

Two-parent families w/ 

both employed 
80 N/A 55 -31% 37 -33% 

One-parent families w/ 

parent employed 
69 N/A 89 29% 45 -49% 

Education less than high 

school 
26 N/A 35 35% 11 -69% 

Education high school 

graduate or GED 
182 N/A 140 -23% 74 -47% 

Some college, vocational 

or AA degree 
39 N/A 70 80% 102 46% 

Bachelor or advanced 

degree 
0 N/A 29 129% 19 -34% 

Total number of children 

determined to have 

disabilities 

51 N/A 53 4% 53 0% 

Native American 

Children served  
16 N/A 8 -50% 20 150% 
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Resources in the community that could be used to address the needs of 

Head Start eligible children and their families, including assessments 

of their availability and accessibility 

 

KOOTASCA Community Action, Itasca County Health and Human Services, Koochiching County 

Community Services, Planned Parenthood, Salvation Army, Itasca County YMCA, Legal Aid, University 

of Minnesota Extension, Minnesota Chippewa Tribe, Advocates for Family Peace, Itasca Alliance 

Against Sexual Assault, Ross Resources, Falls Hunger Coalition, Second Harvest NorthCentral Food 

Bank, and area medical clinics. These resources are generally widely available and affordable, 

however, a lack of transportation or awareness can create accessibility challenges for some. In 

addition, a lack of insurance or medical assistance can make it difficult to obtain medical treatment. 
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Interviewer Comments 

Issues and trends that came up that you couldn't capture on the 

Survey: 

People were working and being paid at $10 to $13 per hour but were having trouble paying their 

bills. This pay rate put them where they were not able to receive food support or their health 

insurance premiums were too high. They would be left with no health insurance because of the high 

premiums at their work. 

There were participants who lived in rural areas, such as, Bigfork, that were unable to connect to the  

internet or have phone service because there was no services in the middle of nowhere. 

Some participants were living off the money they were earning and were satisfied that the bills were 

being paid but there was no money to buy extra food, healthy food, or buy new clothes. Their money 

was used for survival and no money left over for recreation or take vacations. 

Participants wanted a good job with good benefits. They were working full time with no benefits 

except high health insurance premiums. 

Participants had to take on another job to pay their bills many of them had children. 

Participants had attended college to benefit themselves. They thought there would have a good 

paying job after getting out of college but instead had to take a low paying job to survive. 

Participants had high amount of student loans after leaving college and this would affect their ability 

to buy a home or the premiums of the student loan was too high. 

Some participants were feeling there was no support for them within the community and were 

feeling alone with their financial problems. 

Participants who were homeless were moved from their sleeping spot by police. They had to move 

their spot further out of town and not close to the park where there was bathrooms or a place to 

cook their food. 

Homeless people suggested that they would like to buy hot food from the grocery stores with their 

food stamps. They could eat healthier meals. 

Homeless had to buy expensive food at gas stations because there was no place to cook their food. 

Homeless had no place to take showers when it got colder and they could not bathe in the rivers or 

lakes anymore. 
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Some known homeless participants would at times lie about why they were homeless. Meaning they 

would tell the interviewer that they do not have a drinking or drug problem for fear of not being 

accepted by the interviewer or that admitting this would hinder them in finding housing. 

One of the homeless was trying to work, but without a home they would not hire him.  

Participants would have a change in dental insurance provider and the dentist they had always 

attended would no longer accept them because of their insurance. Some would have to see a dentist 

in a different town such as Hibbing, Bemidji, Duluth, and Deerwood because that is where they could 

receive coverage and service; however, because they had no gas money to travel to these places they 

would often just not see a dentist. 

There were participants that had conquered their drug/alcohol addiction and now are trying to get 

back into society but have trouble getting housing; job; or transportation to get to work. 

Some participants feel that there is not enough community motivation to help the poor in the 

county. There is a prevalent attitude that poverty has always been here and there is too much 

judging people for why they are poor. 

Participants had a rough childhood and got into drugs to forget their painful childhood and now are 

drug free and want to be part of society but there are obstacles in their way such as their criminal 

record. These participants are in their 20's and want a chance at a positive life as an adult. 

Some participants felt if they had more money or material things they would be accepted in the 

community. 

There is a lack of available and affordable childcare, especially for infants and toddlers. There are not 

enough providers in the area. 

Even with help from SNAP or food stamps there still was not enough for participants to eat a healthy 

meal. They had to buy food that was cheaper but not healthy. There were participants with children 

and they were feeling bad about themselves as a parent because there was not enough food to feed 

their children. These parents had a hard time getting to the food shelves because they had no 

transportation to get there. 

Many clients were worried about finances. Even with a job there was not enough money to pay bills, 

so then they would have bad credit, which can hinder in getting credit. 
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Survey of Social Service Providers 

In partnership with the Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency, KOOTASCA Community Action 

surveyed 106 social service providers between March and May 2016 by utilizing a “wiki survey.”  

Participants received a single question “Which is the greater challenge facing the low-income people 

you serve?” and were presented with two possible answers. They could choose whichever they 

preferred (or "I can't decide") and then would see another pair, continuing for as long as they liked. 

As well, instead of choosing either supplied answer, though, participants could offer their own. After 

being screened by the survey organizers, that answer was then added to the stock of possible 

responses and shown to future participants.  

Ultimately, the 106 survey participants provided 20 new answers to compliment those seeded by 

survey organizers and answered the survey question 3,973 times. Results are shown below. 

Which is the Greater challenge facing the low-income people 

you serve? 
Score 

Lack of living wage jobs 78% 

Transportation problems. Not enough money to buy a reliable car or not 
enough money to fix up a car when it has problems. 

70% 

Affordable Housing-not enough to meet the needs of our working families 70% 

Lack of the skills or housing stability needed to secure a living wage job 70% 

Lack of affordable housing options 66% 

Lack of education or skills training 63% 

Keeping system supports long enough to establish personal supports and 
good habits. 

60% 

Assistance is cut off too soon for those who begin working; long before 
they are okay without any help (daycare, food stamps, etc.) 

59% 

Lack of reliable/affordable childcare keeps parents out of work force. 59% 

Transportation. 58% 

Drug and alcohol abuse 56% 

Educate and encourage. We have to build people up so they believe they 
can overcome Cultural and societal stigmas 

55% 

Youth lack opportunities to learn and grow and become stuck in 
generational poverty. 

54% 

Lack of childcare options during non-traditional work hours (evenings and 
weekends). 

53% 

Lack of personal empowerment 53% 

System issues creating barriers to access of services. 52% 

The ability to overcome historical poverty and mindset. 52% 
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Unreliable "public" transportation to-from work sites. 46% 

Lack of mental health services 44% 

Child abuse and neglect 28% 

Homelessness 28% 

Domestic abuse 25% 

Access to healthcare 19% 

Hunger 18% 

Prejudice 16% 
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