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MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

- Mary Alice Escarsega-Fechner
  Executive Director

As the community action agency for Tulare County our mission is to inspire youth, 
families, and communities to achieve self-reliance through innovative pathways 
and collaboration.

CSET’s Strategic Plan is the result of a nearly yearlong effort guided by the 
Strategic Planning Committee, which included representatives from a cross-sec-
tion of the agency as well as members of our Board of Directors. The Committee 
worked diligently to obtain information from our partners, staff members, 
community residents, participants of all ages, and our Board of Directors.

The Strategic Planning Committee converted these ideas into actionable and 
achievable goals and objectives. The goals and objectives detail strategies that will guide CSET’s work in 
low-income communities over the next three years. The Plan addresses the needs of our community, 
residents, and our agency.

Thank you to everyone who participated in our focus groups and workshops. Your feedback was invaluable 
during the research and the development phases of our Strategic Plan. I am especially thankful to the 
Strategic Planning Committee for their time and dedication devoted to the development of the Plan. 

I am excited for the opportunities that lie ahead as we implement the Plan and share our accomplishments 
along the way.

achievable goals and objectives. The goals and objectives detail strategies that will guide CSET’s work in 

- Bob Barnier
  Chairman of the Board of Directors

Being part of the Strategic Plan Committee was a refreshing and rewarding 
experience. Hearing directly from so many different people about their ideas on 
how to help our customers reinforced my sense of commitment to CSET and the 
community.

The Strategic Plan Committee collected and evaluated almost 800 pieces of 
information and organized them into six goals with performance objectives. 
These will serve as a guide for the organization to significantly help the youth, 
families, and communities of Tulare County.

It is energizing to move from the development of the Strategic Plan towards 
implementing the goals and objectives that were created. The positive impact on our staff and communities 
will be profound, and I look forward to watching our families and communities achieve greater self-
sufficiency.

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN
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STRATEGIC PLANNING COMMITTEE

Many hours were spent ensuring CSET’s Strategic Plan embodied the vision and goals of staff, the communi-
ty, and our partners. Staff were nominated to participate on the committee based on their desire to represent 
their department and offer a voice for their co-workers. Two Board members who volunteered their time were 
also instrumental in the development of the Plan.
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Services
    FAMILY & COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

 • Senior Services
 • Drought Resource Centers
 • Family Resource Centers
 • Public Works & Urban Forestry
 • Recycling Services
 • Substance Use Prevention

    FINANCIAL STRENGTH & EMPLOYMENT

 • Bridge Loan Fund 
 • Volunteer Income Tax Assistance
 • Employment Connections
 • Supported Employment
 • Next Step Welfare to Work
 • Biz Hub

HOUSING RESOURCES

 • Utility Assistance & Weatherization
 • Home Weatherization
 • First Time Homebuyer Counseling
 • Foreclosure Counseling
 • Keep Your Home CA
 • Continuum of Care

YOUTH & YOUNG ADULTS

 • Sequoia Community Corps
 • John Muir charter School
 • TECH Connect
 • #LEAD
 • Youth@Work
 • Youth Transitions

 
Departments
COMMUNITY INITIATIVES

 • CSET’s Community Initiatives Department manages a variety of family development and capacity 
building programs. These programs promote community visioning, equip community leaders and 
strengthen the residential, business and familial assets of local communities. Each of these programs 
is aimed at reducing the causes of poverty through strategies that unite residents, improve neighbor-
hoods and empower youth to be leaders. Resources provided by the department include the Volunteer 
Income Tax Assistance Program (VITA), Senior Services, Family Resource Centers, Housing Support 
Services and the Bridge Loan Fund. Community Initiatives is dedicated to the development of safe and 
prosperous Tulare County communities where youth, families and businesses thrive.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT

 • CSET provides workforce development services that assist local businesses to thrive, while training 
residents of all ages to find their path to good jobs. These services are funded by the Workforce 
Investment Board of Tulare County (WIB), Tulare County Health and Human Services Agency, Kings/ 
Tulare Area Agency on Aging, and others. CSET is the WIB's One-Stop Operator for the Employment 
Connection-a proud partner of America's Job Center of California Network. Each center is equipped 
with a Resource Room including computers, printers, and internet access. Businesses attend special-
ized workshops to speak with job seekers who learn about employment opportunities. Youth gain work 
readiness and leadership skills, plan for college and careers, and gain valuable experiences through 
work-based learning.

AGENCY SERVICES, DEPARTMENTS & ORGANIZATIONAL CHART
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ENERGY SERVICES

 • Energy Services offers a range of programs that support families on their path to self-sufficiency as well 
as help them cope with drought conditions. The Energy Assistance program provides utility bill 
assistance, while the Weatherization program reduces heating and energy costs by installing energy 
efficiency measures in the home. Residents learn how to conserve energy and reduce utility costs. 
Energy Services also administers the Drought Assistance Program and operates two Drought Resource 
Centers in East Porterville and Cutler. The department, along with local non-profit partners and the 
County of Tulare, provides help to residents suffering from the effects of the historic California drought. 
We are proud to offer programs that improve the health and safety of Tulare County families.

SEQUOIA COMMUNITY CORPS

 • The Sequoia Community Corps (SCC) offers vocational training in the trades of construction, solar, 
weatherization, urban forestry, recycling, electronic waste collection, oil collection and recycling 
education. For more than 30 years, the SCC has successfully provided over 4,000 young adults in 
Tulare and Kings Counties with valuable job training and educational opportunities. In addition to 
these services, the SCC also assists local governments, agencies and businesses to meet critical 
community needs such as park development, construction of low-income family housing, recycling 
services and natural resource conservation in local recreation areas. 

Organizational Chart
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PLAN INTRODUCTION & COMMUNITY OVERVIEW

Introduction
CSET has embarked on a year-long journey to create a Strategic Plan for better serving residents and the 
community and strengthening the agency. The culmination of this process is a Plan clearly charting CSET’s path to 
effectively guide residents to self-sufficiency in Tulare County. This Plan will also serve as a guide for implementation 
and evaluation of programs as well as maintain our focus on providing excellent customer service.

CSET formed a Strategic Planning Committee, representing a broad cross-section of the agency and its board. The 
Committee was responsible for completing a needs assessment, gathering and analyzing data and information 
through a comprehensive process of surveys, focus groups, and interviews of CSET stakeholders. These 
stakeholders included participants, residents, community partners, staff members, and board members.

This document represents the culmination of the strategic planning process, but more importantly, it provides the 
specific actions needed to accomplish CSET’s goals over the next three years. The Plan will be revisited quarterly by 
the Committee and annually by the Board of Directors. Implementation will include refining specific annual goals 
for each department and tracking their progress until they are either completed or no longer reflect community 
needs.

Community Overview
The following conditions, identified in CSET’s Community Action 
Plan for 2016-17, are the most impactful on Tulare County 
residents’ ability to achieve self-sufficiency. Along with the Needs 
Assessment completed for this Strategic Plan, these conditions 
are reflected in the Goals and Objectives that will inform our 
work in the next year.

Tulare County is located in the southern portion of California’s 
San Joaquin Valley, an area rich in agriculture resources yet 
branded the “Forsaken Five Percent” by the Portrait of 
California, California Human Development Report 
2011. The report found that in all aspects of 
human development, including education, wealth, 
and health, our area ranks among the most 
deprived. Home to 454,143 residents in 2013 
(U.S. Census American Community Survey), Tulare 
County has a predominantly Hispanic population, 
with more than 60% of residents reporting Latino 
heritage. Non-citizens make up 17% of the 
population, with more than half of all households 
reporting Spanish as their primary language.

Educational attainment in Tulare County lags behind the rest of the state with 32% of adults without a high school 
diploma or GED, compared to 19% statewide. Contributing to this issue is the above-average high school dropout 
rate of 13% with the state averaging 11% (www.kidsdata.org).

The concentration of agricultural jobs in Tulare County is nearly seven times that of the state and national averages. 
Many Tulare County residents rely on agricultural jobs, which are typically seasonal and low-paying, contributing to 
high poverty and unemployment rates. 
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The unemployment rate in Tulare County was 14%, twice the state average and nearly three times the national 
average (California Employment Development Department, January 2015). Nine rural communities in this 
predominantly agricultural economy had unemployment rates greater than 20% and as high as 32% during the 
same reporting period.

Poverty is pervasive, with more than 26% of the population living below the federal level, and 34% of all children 
living in poverty, compared to 22% statewide. Tulare County will lead the state with the highest percentage of youth 
by 2020 (California Department of Finance, State and County Populations Projects by Major Age Groups 
2010-2060), further exacerbating the need for early learning, youth development, job training, and college 
readiness programs. Here, the median household income is $42,708 which is 39% less than the state average. 
Tulare County also has a much higher rate of dependency on government assistance when compared to state 
averages with more than double the percentage of households on cash aid (9%) and nearly triple the percentage 
receiving food stamps (21%).

Affordable housing (defined as housing 
expenses 30% or less of household income) 
is one of the biggest challenges faced by 
low-income individuals and families in Tulare 
County. The majority of renters (56%) and 
nearly half of homeowners (45%) with     
mortgages were spending 30% or more of 
their monthly income for housing expenses 
(U.S. Census American Community Survey). 
Households who were once able to afford 
their mortgages have lost their home as 
mortgage rates reset and household income 
dropped. Homelessness also continues to 
climb, with 4% more homeless individuals 
on the street in 2014 compared to 2012 
(2014 Kings/Tulare Homeless Alliance Survey).

Health is another major concern for residents in Tulare County, ranking 47th of the 57 counties for healthful living 
and the lowest in the state (57th) for overall health factors including healthy behaviors, clinical care, and physical 
environment (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2014 County Health Rankings & Roadmaps). Air quality continues 
to receive an “F” grade by the American Lung Association, as Tulare County ranks among the worst areas in the 
nation for unhealthy air. Obesity also negatively affects the health of more than 30% of adults.

Research shows that the strongest predictor of teen parenthood is poverty (National Bureau of Economic Research). 
Tulare County had the second highest teen birth rate in the state - 49 births per 1,000 teen girls. As the youngest 
county in the state with a median age of 29.9 (American Community Survey), the need for more youth-centered 
programs has never been greater.

Tulare County stands to lose thousands of jobs each year the drought continues, as more farmland lies fallow. The 
drought is expected to result in the loss of more than 31,600 acres of citrus in Tulare County alone – about a 
quarter of the county's total citrus acreage – according to California Citrus Mutual. The U.S. Drought Monitor 
reported that by May 2014 all of Tulare County was in the throes of an exceptional drought – the fifth, or highest, 
stage of the five-stage drought rating system.

Gang activity and violence have decreased significantly countywide in the last 5 years due to concentrated efforts of 
law enforcement, schools, municipalities, and local organizations; however, robberies, assaults with firearms, and 
home invasions have increased significantly since 2012. The most densely populated city in the county (Visalia) 
experienced a 58% increase in home invasions between February 2014 and February 2015 (City-data.com).



GOAL 1

Provide the full range of available education and training that 
consumers need to improve their quality of life and increase 

their potential for self-su�ciency.

CSET is pleased to present the culmination of the strategic planning process, a set of goals 
and objectives that directly reflect the needs of our stakeholders and our mission to inspire 
youth, families, and communities to achieve self-reliance through innovative pathways and 
collaboration.

;As the Community Action Agency for Tulare County, CSET’s primary role is to provide low-income individu-
als and families with the tools they need to become self-sufficient and end poverty. These tools include 
entrepreneurship, education, and training opportunities that will lead to good jobs and living wages.

Objectives

 a. Evaluate long-term outcomes by using proven follow-up and retention strategies
     agency-wide.
 

To ensure our service offerings are truly helping our customers achieve self-sufficiency, CSET will  
develop a system in which the progress of participants is tracked long after they complete a 
program. This will assist in providing a new measure of program effectiveness.

 b. Integrate CSET programs to maximize resources, provide holistic services and link 
     education with careers.

CSET’s full menu of services currently exceeds more than 50 programs. With such an expansive list 
of offerings, each department can better serve the full range of customer needs by being familiar 
with all department programs. This knowledge base will ensure that a path towards self-sufficiency 
can be created for each participant.

One of the most effective anti-poverty tools is education, as it serves as a gateway to good jobs 
and higher pay. Through a host of youth and young adult focused programs, such as #LEAD and 
John Muir Charter School, CSET has the ability to improve outcomes for youth using early 
intervention strategies that promote education and higher learning. The connection between 
academic success and future financial success is often overlooked. As an organization, encourag-
ing program participants to complete their high school diploma and pursue higher education or 
vocational training should be interwoven across programs.

 
c. Meet the training and placement needs of local businesses.

CSET’s local business customers are integral to achieving our mission and vision. Meeting the 
needs of businesses will be enhanced by increasing business engagement, incumbent/retention 
services, providing job seekers with the skills businesses identify, offering subsidized employment 
training, referring quality program graduates, and creating new resources for business success. 
Ensuring that we are meeting the needs of local businesses supports our local economy, benefit-
ing both individuals and communities.

In order for low-income individuals and families to successfully navigate a pathway toward self-sufficiency, 
CSET must be actively committed to identifying and removing potential barriers that could hinder their 
success. It is also critical for the organization to constantly assess the ever-changing needs of communities to 
guide program development and implementation.

Objectives

 a. Continue to explore funding and partnerships to sustain and broaden services to under-
served populations in rural communities.

Underserved groups, such as senior citizens and veterans, continue to grow as the population ages 
and veterans return from deployment. A creative approach must be used to address the lack of 
funding available to serve these specific populations.

 b. Engage community members and consumers in the evaluation and accessibility of current   
programs and services.
 
Soliciting feedback from the communities we serve on a consistent and frequent basis will assist 
CSET in program development and evaluation.

 c. Cross-train sta� across departments to identify and implement best practices that lead to                
            positive outcomes for the community.

Improving internal communication is key to ensuring our customers receive access to all programs 
that meet their needs. Through cross-training, staff will become experts in the full menu of services 
CSET offers and prevent silos.

9

GOALS & OBJECTIVES



CSET is pleased to present the culmination of the strategic planning process, a set of goals 
and objectives that directly reflect the needs of our stakeholders and our mission to inspire 
youth, families, and communities to achieve self-reliance through innovative pathways and 
collaboration.

;As the Community Action Agency for Tulare County, CSET’s primary role is to provide low-income individu-
als and families with the tools they need to become self-sufficient and end poverty. These tools include 
entrepreneurship, education, and training opportunities that will lead to good jobs and living wages.

Objectives

 a. Evaluate long-term outcomes by using proven follow-up and retention strategies
     agency-wide.
 

To ensure our service offerings are truly helping our customers achieve self-sufficiency, CSET will  
develop a system in which the progress of participants is tracked long after they complete a 
program. This will assist in providing a new measure of program effectiveness.

 b. Integrate CSET programs to maximize resources, provide holistic services and link 
     education with careers.

CSET’s full menu of services currently exceeds more than 50 programs. With such an expansive list 
of offerings, each department can better serve the full range of customer needs by being familiar 
with all department programs. This knowledge base will ensure that a path towards self-sufficiency 
can be created for each participant.

One of the most effective anti-poverty tools is education, as it serves as a gateway to good jobs 
and higher pay. Through a host of youth and young adult focused programs, such as #LEAD and 
John Muir Charter School, CSET has the ability to improve outcomes for youth using early 
intervention strategies that promote education and higher learning. The connection between 
academic success and future financial success is often overlooked. As an organization, encourag-
ing program participants to complete their high school diploma and pursue higher education or 
vocational training should be interwoven across programs.

 
c. Meet the training and placement needs of local businesses.

CSET’s local business customers are integral to achieving our mission and vision. Meeting the 
needs of businesses will be enhanced by increasing business engagement, incumbent/retention 
services, providing job seekers with the skills businesses identify, offering subsidized employment 
training, referring quality program graduates, and creating new resources for business success. 
Ensuring that we are meeting the needs of local businesses supports our local economy, benefit-
ing both individuals and communities.

In order for low-income individuals and families to successfully navigate a pathway toward self-sufficiency, 
CSET must be actively committed to identifying and removing potential barriers that could hinder their 
success. It is also critical for the organization to constantly assess the ever-changing needs of communities to 
guide program development and implementation.

Objectives

 a. Continue to explore funding and partnerships to sustain and broaden services to under-
served populations in rural communities.

Underserved groups, such as senior citizens and veterans, continue to grow as the population ages 
and veterans return from deployment. A creative approach must be used to address the lack of 
funding available to serve these specific populations.

 b. Engage community members and consumers in the evaluation and accessibility of current   
programs and services.
 
Soliciting feedback from the communities we serve on a consistent and frequent basis will assist 
CSET in program development and evaluation.

 c. Cross-train sta� across departments to identify and implement best practices that lead to                
            positive outcomes for the community.

Improving internal communication is key to ensuring our customers receive access to all programs 
that meet their needs. Through cross-training, staff will become experts in the full menu of services 
CSET offers and prevent silos.

GOAL 2

Expand and strengthen services to assure CSET is o�ering the 
vital resources that meet the needs of vulnerable populations and 

underserved families.
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GOAL 3

Improve living conditions for Tulare County residents.

Self-sufficient communities support residents and provide the foundation families need to thrive.

Objectives

 a. Increase availability of a�ordable housing.

Without a stable place to live, low-income individuals and families focus on their immediate needs 
(i.e., food, shelter, clothing), preventing them from pursuing steps that will move them toward 
self-sufficiency, such as job training or academic pursuits.

 b. Strengthen homeless prevention programs.

The growing and complex challenge of homelessness requires an increased focus on homeless 
prevention through partnerships and programming.

 c. Provide asset development programs that lead to home ownership and business development.

Asset development is a proven method towards alleviating poverty. Providing low-income residents 
with the tools they need to invest in a home and successfully launch a business will not only benefit 
the individuals, but also strengthen the economic vitality of the community and create more jobs.

 d. Increase availability of energy-e�ciency programs for low-income families.

Helping families save on their utility bills, including those affected by the drought, provides them 
with access to more of their limited income to cover needs such as medical bills, clothes for school, 
college/vocational training, or small business endevours. Conservation education provides families 
with the information they need to reduce their energy and water use.

GOAL 4

Assist low income residents in becoming active stakeholders
 within their communities.

When residents are invested in their communities, their contributions benefit themselves and their neighbors, 
helping to lift everyone simultaneously while holding leaders accountable. Together these efforts create 
meaningful, long-term change.



12

Objectives

 a. Provide training and opportunities for youth and adult community members to                         
              develop leadership skills and advocate for themselves and their communities.

Nobody knows the needs of a community better than the residents themselves. When residents are 
equipped with the tools and skills they need to effectively navigate local systems, they are empow-
ered to take ownership of their communities and become agents of change. They are connected at 
the core to their communities and have the most to gain from their advocacy.

 b. Increase volunteer training opportunities.

Volunteer training opportunities can provide the hands-on experience our residents need to acquire 
good jobs. It also helps to improve communities by not only providing a service, but also developing 
leaders at the local level.

 c. Enhance parent engagement programs to ensure their children’s educational success.

Supporting academic success can ensure that future generations thrive and end the cycle of poverty. 
When parents know how to effectively navigate the school system, they are more likely to advocate 
for their child’s education and support their academic journey.

CSET’s ability to serve in a financially restrictive climate, update technology, and respond to the changing 
needs of the community will be critical to the organization’s overall success during the next five years. A 
strong Board of Directors and solid community partnerships will help build our capacity to achieve results.

Objectives

 a. Invest in technology infrastructure that secures agency information.

To address increasingly sophisticated technological threats, CSET must continually identify and 
implement strategies to protect personal information.

 b. Utilize new and innovative marketing strategies to promote program awareness and   
     CSET’s mission.

Community partners and residents desire to be knowledgeable of all services CSET provides. 
Multi-pronged marketing campaigns are needed to ensure that available services are being 
effectively communicated and reaching those who need them most.

GOAL 5

Support long-term sustainability by integrating systems and 
infrastructure that strengthen CSET.



 c. Strengthen Board governance.

CSET Board members were selected to serve based on their expertise and connection to the 
communities we serve. They are instrumental in guiding the organization forward and helping CSET 
connect to outside resources.

 d. Increase unrestricted revenue.

While grants provide for critical direct services, exploration of alternative revenue sources is needed 
to raise unrestricted dollars to sustain services and develop new programs to meet 
additional customer-focused and community needs.

GOAL 6

Provide all sta� with the needed tools and
information to be successful.

Providing clear, consistent information across all departments on a regular basis will help increase staff 
morale and motivation, as well as improve customer service. When staff members are equipped with all 
of the tools they need, including technology and other resources, they are more effective, efficient, and 
satisfied with the work they do.

Objectives

 a. Continually improve communications to raise sta� awareness of agency goals and  
     resources.

Facilitating improved communication and interactions among departments will help develop the 
institutional knowledge staff need to ensure participants receive access to the services that meet 
their needs.

 b. Increase sta� development and training opportunities.

Training and support services will help staff members identify their strengths, address areas of 
growth, reduce stress, and limit turnover. Ongoing staff development serves to increase           
performance, effectiveness, and morale, which leads to quality customer service and develops 
CSET’s future leaders.

 c. Foster sta� productivity and e�ciency through technology and other resources.

Up to date and operational technology ensures staff can carry out their job duties and meet 
program goals in the field or at a rural office while keeping CSET competitive.
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OVERVIEW OF THE STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

Development of the Strategic Plan

New direction from the national Office of the Administration for Children & Families for Community Action 
Agencies provided the opportunity to expand beyond the 2 year Community Action Plan and create this 
Strategic Plan.

Efforts began in November 2015 with training on how to create a Plan to meet CSD standards, with the 
committee being established shortly thereafter. The committee – composed of staff members representing all 
departments of the Agency, who were nominated by their supervisors, along with two Board members – met 
for the first time in February 2016. The Committee continued to meet monthly in person and communicated 
frequently via email.

Throughout the month of April 2016, Board members, staff, program participants and community partners 
were surveyed to measure CSET’s progress towards eliminating poverty. Several opportunities for staff to 
participate in Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis workshops were also 
offered in April to take a deeper look at the survey feedback received.

Finally, four focus groups were held during the month of May to further develop goals and objectives 
formulated through the survey and SWOT analysis. The four focus groups were held separately for staff, 
leadership, participants, and partner agencies. The entire process has been a labor of love for the work we 
do, the people we serve, and the staff who strive to provide excellent customer service each day.

The Needs Assessment process is documented in the Appendix.

Evaluation of Goals & Objectives

The Strategic Plan will be a living document that will be updated on a regular basis. It will also serve as a 
reference manual for new and existing staff to help them gauge their programs’ progress as well as under-
stand what is expected of them and why.

The Plan will be reviewed quarterly by Department Directors, bi-annually by the Board of Directors, and 
annually by the Executive Director and staff for relevancy. If revisions are needed at any time, they will be 
made to reflect current needs and conditions. Following CSD standards, CSET will evaluate and record 
progress made toward implementation of the Plan on a quarterly basis.

PLAN REVIEW

Quarterly

DEPARTMENT
DIRECTORS

Annually

BOARD OF
DIRECTORS

Biannually

EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR
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APPENDIX 

Assessment of Needs

The Strategic Planning Committee completed a needs assessment, gathering and analyzing data and         
information through a comprehensive process of surveys, focus groups, and interviews of CSET stakeholders. 
This appendix describes the components of the assessment process and summarizes the results of each 
activity.

Survey of Key Stakeholders

Surveys were administered to solicit feedback on how CSET is doing in relation to six goals, which reflect the 
National Performance Indicators for the Community Services Block Grant:

 1. CSET helps low-income individuals become more self-sufficient.

 2. CSET helps to improve the living conditions in which low-income individuals live.

 3. CSET helps low-income individuals own a stake in their community.

 4. CSET achieves partnerships among supporters and providers of services to low-income individuals.

 5. CSET increases its capacity to achieve results.

 6. CSET helps low-income individuals, especially vulnerable populations, achieve their potential by  
     strengthening family and other supportive systems.

Survey questions were tailored to ensure relevance to each group surveyed. The targeted groups were: 
Board members, participants (English and Spanish speaking), community partners, and staff. Survey   
respondents were asked to rate CSET’s progress in each of the 6 goals using a scale of 1 to 5, with 1   
being “Strongly Disagree” and 5 being “Strongly Agree.” 

Survey of Board Members. A total of 7 responses were received from the 12-member Board of Directors. 
The majority of all responses were in the “Strongly Agree” category with a variety of comments offered.          
Suggestions included long-term tracking of self-sufficiency outcomes after participants receive services to 
document the effectiveness of CSET’s programming; more information on CSET’s goals to help in evaluating 
program; and careful evaluation of requests to take on new projects to ensure they are within CSET’s scope. 
This Strategic Plan can help meet these needs by providing board members with a quick reference and 
learning tool for new and existing board members. Staff can apply the Plan as well to determine if potential 
projects align with CSET’s mission.

Survey of Staff Members. Of the nearly 200 staff employed at the time of the survey, 141 responded to the 
survey. Staff were asked to rate CSET’s progress in each of the six goals as listed above, and had the          
opportunity to provide comments for each response. The majority of answers ranked CSET at 4 (Agree). 
Comments indicated that staff members believe CSET is on the right track, while there is also room for 
improvement. Many comments were received and categorized into themes, which were addressed during the 
focus groups and used to formulate the goals of this Plan.
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Survey of Participants. Staff members collected participant surveys for 2 weeks in March. This random 
sampling of participants represented those receiving services through any of our nearly 50 programs across 
14 locations in Tulare County. Printed surveys in English and Spanish could be completed and submitted in 
survey boxes located in the reception area at each location. The survey was also available online. A total of 
355 English and 187 Spanish surveys were received. Participant comments were reviewed and categorized 
into themes, which were addressed during the focus groups and used to formulate the goals of this Plan.

Survey of Partners. CSET managers were asked to invite community partners to complete an online survey to 
gauge how each partner rated CSET in each of the six goals listed previously. Partners included other      
non- profit organizations; local, state and federal government; businesses; school officials; faith-based 
organizations; banking institutions; community collaboratives; and health service providers. A total of 34 
partners provided responses to the survey with a majority of respondents (38%) classifying themselves as 
non-profit organizations. Goals 1, 2, 4, and 6 received the majority of responses in the “Strongly Agree” 
range, while responses to Goals 3 and 5 were primarily in the “Agree” range. For Goal 3 in particular, half 
of the respondents rated CSET’s effectiveness in helping low-income individuals own a stake in their       
community at a 4. Comments regarding Goal 3 indicate a need for improved outreach about CSET’s full 
range of programs.

Key Survey Findings

CSET was rated as doing generally well across all goals and groups surveyed. Comments received provided 
additional insights, which included:

• The majority of participants provided favorable    
comments about the work CSET does in their      
communities. Other comments were not  
specific to the survey questions or requested   
services that CSET currently offers, which may  
indicate a need for improved outreach   
materials. While examples of CSET’s current  
programs were provided as prompts under  
each survey question, it was not feasible to  
list all programs.

• The majority of comments were made by        
staff, whose suggestions included the need  
for more training, better communication,  
improvement of processes, increased funding  
for additional staffing, better outreach and  
marketing of services offered, and others.

• Comments from our community partners ranged 
from praise to constructive suggestions on how we 
can improve our services and processes.

All of the comments received provided valuable information for formulating the Plan goals.
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SWOT ANALYSIS WORKSHOPS

“ ”

Four staff workshops to assess CSET’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) were held 
in April to help the Strategic Planning Committee summarize the state of the organization and develop the 
Strategic Plan. The SWOT process served to identify existing strengths from which CSET can draw from for 
continuous improvement, address existing weaknesses, exploit opportunities, and identify ways in which to 
strengthen the agency.

Workshops were scheduled over a 2-week 
period, varying days and times to accommodate 
staff work schedules. A total of 65 CSET staff 
participated in the sessions, including 4 Board 
members. Strategic Planning Committee mem-
bers facilitated the workshops.

The SWOT workshops were structured around 
CSET’s progress towards achieving the same 
goals addressed in the surveys. Each workshop 
guided staff through the SWOT process and 
encouraged them to be open and honest. In 
addition, a “Parking Lot” area was made 
available where staff could post ideas/concerns 
that were not related to the six goals. At each 
workshop, six groups of 2-5 staff members each, 
based on overall attendance, rotated every few minutes to ensure everyone had a chance to provide their 
input on each goal. Staff members communicated their thoughts on self-stick notes, resulting in hundreds of 
ideas, which were then organized by themes.

Feedback from staff at the end of each SWOT workshop also provided valuable quotes and support for the 
process. A few examples include:

Today's SWOT analysis has presented us with an opportunity       
to share how we can grow our agency. Furthermore, I feel            
privileged that our agency values our opinion. Our agency             

is heading to stellar new heights!

It was nice to see a mix of frontline sta�, leadership,
 and Board members.
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FOCUS GROUPS

18

Comments regarding strengths and positive feedback about how 
well CSET is doing revolved around the following themes:

 • CSET offers an array of valuable services to meet the   
    needs of our diverse customers countywide.

 • There are ample opportunities to grow professionally   
    within the organization.

 • Staff are encouraged to attend trainings related to their  
    assignments when they are available.

Comments regarding opportunities for improvement revolved 
around the following themes:

 • Investments in additional training to increase knowledge   
    of CSET programs is desired to complement the           
             bi-annual all-staff development events and department-based trainings currently offered.

 • Sustaining program funding can be enhanced by helping staff to understand and effectively        
             participate in the resource development process.

 • Enhancing the onboarding process of new employees and effective training plans can set the   
             stage for positive morale as would additional efforts to recognize individual staff achievements.

 • Increased communication among departments is desired to keep abreast of new programs and   
    resources, complementing the monthly online “In the Loop” newsletter and information shared   
    during monthly leadership meetings.

Overall, staff verbally expressed a deep commitment to helping to strengthen the organization, while also 
pledging their support to successfully implement the Strategic Plan.

The Strategic Planning Committee compiled the data from the survey process and the SWOT workshops and 
grouped the common themes. From these themes, the draft goals and objectives were formed for the     
Strategic Plan. This draft was presented to four focus groups to solicit feedback and ensure the goals reflected 
the information gained from the surveys and workshops. Separate focus groups were held for staff, CSET 
leadership, partner agencies, and participants. Each focus group lasted no more than 2 hours and followed a 
format that encouraged participation and honest dialogue. Topics for discussion were provided to all invitees 
prior to the scheduled focus groups to help them prepare their feedback.

Focus Group with Staff. The Strategic Planning Committee asked management across all departments to 
nominate staff to contribute to the strategic planning process and further the development of their leadership 
skills. Nearly 20 staff were identified and invited to attend. Fifteen staff participated, representing the 
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following departments: Community Initiatives, Communications & Information Services, Workforce Develop-
ment (Adult & Youth), Energy Services, Finance, Sequoia Community Corps, Urban Forestry, and Senior 
Services. Participants agreed that the preliminary goals and themes presented were accurate and offered 
suggestions for how to improve programs, internal systems, staff training, and participant outcomes. Their 
feedback was innovative and included actual objectives and courses of action that can be used to reach the 
Strategic Plan goals. Minutes were taken to document all input received, which will be used in the next phase 
of the strategic planning process when each department will develop their individual objectives and action 
steps to achieve them.

Focus Group with CSET Leadership. Directors and management level staff were invited to participate in a 
focus group, with 11 departments and divisions being represented. The general consensus among attendees 
was that the Strategic Planning Committee was on target with the common themes identified. They provided 
valuable suggestions and ideas on how to ensure that the Plan goals are achievable. Their feedback will also 
be used in the next phase of the Plan, when department-level objectives and action items will be developed for 
each goal.

Focus Group with Partner Agencies. CSET Executive Director Mary Alice Escarsega-Fechner invited key 
partners in the community who represented the local Workforce Investment Board, Kings Tulare Area Agency 
on Aging, Tulare County Health and Human Services, Child Welfare Services, Visalia Emergency Aid, Self-Help 
Enterprises, City of Visalia, and Habitat for Humanity. Committee members were present to take minutes and 
record comments. One representative suggested transportation should be included on the list of biggest needs 
in our community, specifically for seniors. Overall, the feedback received from the partners took the form of 
objectives and action items that will also be used in the next phase of the Strategic Plan.

Focus Group with Participants. Frontline staff members identified program participants who would be interested 
in participating in a focus group. A total of 11 participants attended, representing a range of programs 
including Sequoia Community Corps, #LEAD youth leadership, housing services, and workforce development. 
Several participants stated that since our county is rural, many people are not able to travel to receive services 
due to a lack of transportation options.



Additional comments provided strong objectives and courses of actions that will be used to finalize the 
Strategic Plan. Overall, this comprehensive needs assessment provided the information and direction for 
meeting CSET’s Mission and Vision:

Mission
CSET inspires youth, families, and communities to achieve self-reliance through       
innovative pathways and collaboration.

Vision
We share a vision for communities and residents to gain the knowledge, skills and 
resources needed to achieve the American Dream. To achieve this vision, we commit 
ourselves to these core values:

We strive to assist residents regionally in improving their lives.

We create opportunities for children, youth, parents, and families to be                   
competitive in an increasingly challenging economy.

We continue to strengthen our organization by developing internal leadership,           
embracing diversity, and maintaining integrity in every venture.

We seek partnerships with other agencies to provide the best possible                       
services to our community.
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