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A Call to Action in Alexandria

The City of Alexandria is a beautiful, diverse, 

and prosperous community, known for its tree-

lined neighborhoods, historic streets, and vibrant 

waterfront. Yet the promise of prosperity does 

not extend equally to all residents. What children 

experience in their first five years of life, when brain 
development is most rapid, shapes how they learn, 

grow, and succeed for years to come. In Alexandria, 

that early foundation is not equally strong for 

every child.

Across the city, many families face persistent, 

systemic challenges, including food insecurity, 

unstable or unaffordable housing, and limited 

access to healthcare and high-quality childcare. 

While Alexandria’s median household income is 

high, disparities remain. Approximately 13.1% of 

children under age 18 live in poverty, and many 

more families, those living above the Federal 

Poverty Level, struggle to meet basic needs and 

are classified as ALICE households, experiencing 
ongoing financial hardship (ALICE Report, 2025).

These inequities create a learning gap before 

children ever step into a classroom. Young children 

growing up in poverty are far more likely to enter 

kindergarten already behind their peers, placing 

them at risk of continued academic challenges 

and long-term economic instability (Brookings 
Institution). The case for early investment is both 
moral and economic. Nobel Prize winning economist 

James Heckman has demonstrated that every dollar 

invested in high-quality birth-to-five programs for 
children facing adversity yields an estimated 13% 

annual return through improved education, health, 

and economic outcomes.

Yet these realities also point to a powerful 

opportunity. By investing early, we can lay a 
foundation that sets children, families, and our entire 

community up for long-term success. Early care for 

every child starts with Kids’ First Years.

At Kids’ First Years, we know we’re in this together. 

We are a nonprofit organization, but more 
importantly, we represent a collective partnership. 

We bring families, educators, community leaders, 

policymakers, and champions for young children 

together around one shared purpose: ensuring every 

child in the City of Alexandria has a strong start 

in life. Through intentional alignment of systems, 

resources, and data, Kids’ First Years works to ensure 

equitable access to high-quality early childhood 

experiences during the years that matter most.
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A Coordinated, 
Community-Wide Response

The foundation for this work was established in 

2014, when the Alexandria City Council adopted 
the Children and Youth Master Plan (CYMP). This 
landmark plan recognized that improving outcomes 

for children requires a holistic approach, one that 

addresses the interconnected systems surrounding a 

child and challenges organizations to move beyond 

traditional silos.

The CYMP identified a persistent school readiness gap 
for many young children in Alexandria and called for a 

dedicated strategy to “support the development and 

alignment of, and equitable access to, a high-quality 

early care and education system that prepares young 

children to enter kindergarten.” Meeting this charge 

required more than individual programs or isolated 

interventions; it required a shared vision, coordinated 

action, and sustained collaboration across sectors.

Kids’ First Years was launched in response to this call 

as the essential coordinating body for early care and 

education systems change in Alexandria. Our core 

mission is to ensure equitable access to an aligned 

system of high-quality early care and education 

services so that all children are academically, 

physically, socially, and emotionally prepared to 

enter, and succeed, in kindergarten and beyond.

While Kids’ First Years does not provide direct 

services to children or families, our impact is 

realized through the strength of our partnerships. 

We prioritize kids and families in everything we 

do, supporting the professionals and organizations 

closest to children by helping them work more 

effectively, equitably, and in alignment with one 

another. Kids’ First Years serves as a first stop for 
families and partners alike, connecting them to the 

right resources, data, and next steps at the right time.

Since formally organizing in 2015 with guidance from 
the international consulting firm FSG, Kids’ First Years 
has utilized the Common Agenda as the blueprint 

for this work. Developed and stewarded by a broad 

coalition of community partners, the Common 

Agenda reflects a shared commitment to long-
term, community-wide systems change. It evolves 

in response to data, best practices, and the lived 

experiences of families, ensuring that Alexandria’s 

youngest children, and those who care for them, 

remain at the center of every decision.
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Kids’ First Years’ Impact 
and Future Work
In order to realize this mission, Kids’ First Years is 

building an early care and education system that is:

Aligned: We celebrate Alexandria’s mixed 

delivery system, which is intentionally organized 
to provide a variety of services based on the 
diverse needs of children and families.

Accessible: Programming is designed to be 

accessible to all, and especially for the most 

vulnerable, and is centered around what is 

optimal for children and families.

High-Quality: Alexandria’s children are entitled 

to a high-quality, culturally competent learning 

experience that is in line with local, state, and 

national guidelines, and research and evidence-

based, data-driven practices.

Comprehensive: The early care and education (ECE) 
system spans prenatal through 3rd grade, including 

educational, health, socio-emotional, family, and 
community support.

Equitable: Every child and family deserves  

high-quality services that eliminate disparities  

in life opportunities.

Our work is guided by a set of principles that 

underpin the way we work together collectively:

Children and families are at the heart of 

everything we do. Together, we are building a 

system of care that is family and child-centric.

This is a community-wide effort. We need to 

actively engage parents, community members, voters, 

funders, and other partners through a unified voice. 

Everyone values and respects each other’s 

contributions. We embrace the fact that we are 

a mixed delivery system and actively seek to have 

different perspectives at the table.

Commitment to results is crucial. If we arrange 

our puzzle pieces more effectively and share a 

commitment to accountability, we can create a 

whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Our Vision, 
Mission, 
and Guiding 
Principles

Mission 
Our mission is to align, strengthen, 

and sustain early childhood 

systems through collective 

leadership, equity, and innovation.

Vision 
Kids’ First Years envisions an 

Alexandria where every child, 

from prenatal through third 

grade, is nurtured by a thriving, 

equitable ecosystem of family 

and community supports.
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Data Stewardship 

Surface and share data in order to shine a light on progress, trends, and 

gaps in the ECE system.

System Alignment 

Promote our collective early care and education vision through collaborative 

strategic planning, data-driven decision making, sustainable funding, and policy.

Access

Foster a coordinated 

system of equitable access, 
capacity, enrollment, 

and funding.

Quality

Develop and coordinate 

professional learning 

opportunities for all 

early care and education 

providers to ensure 

equitable high-quality, 

culturally responsive 

learning experiences for 

young children.

Family 

Connections

Establish meaningful 

partnerships and channels 

of information sharing with 

families to support families 

as their child’s first teacher.

Backbone

Coordination and monitoring of initiatives and stakeholders.

Community & Funder Mobilization

Grow resources for early care and education in Alexandria.

Better Outcomes for Children

Community
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Our Strategic Framework
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How Kids’ First Years  
Makes Change 
Happen

What We Do 
We work to ensure every family 

is supported and every child is 

prepared for kindergarten and 

beyond by strengthening the 

systems that surround young 

children during the first five 
years of life.
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How We Work

 Prioritize Kids and Families

Children and families are at the center of everything 

we do. We prioritize focus on the first five years, a 
critical window for brain development, by connecting 

families, caregivers, and community members to 

resources that support children’s health, well-being, 

and early learning. We take a whole-family approach, 

recognizing the broader conditions that shape 

children’s daily lives.

 Align Systems and Partners

We reduce fragmentation across early care and 

education by aligning providers, agencies, and 

organizations around shared goals, coordinated 

strategies, and common measures, helping 

partners work together more effectively for 
children and families.

 Use Data to Drive Action

We elevate data, research, and community voice to 

inform decision-making. By translating information 
into actionable insights, we help identify gaps, track 

progress, and strengthen outcomes across the early 

childhood system.

 Advance Collective Responsibility

Lasting change requires shared ownership. 

Kids’ First Years convenes cross-sector leadership, 
recognizing that families, educators, business leaders, 

policymakers, and community members all have a 

role in building a thriving community where every 

child can succeed.

 Our Impact

By strengthening coordination, advancing equity, 
and centering children and families, Kids’ First Years 

helps ensure Alexandria’s early childhood system is 

more aligned, more accessible, and more responsive, 

laying the foundation for success in kindergarten 

and beyond.
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Measuring Our Progress

Kids’ First Years has organized itself using a 

“collective impact” approach to developing an 

early care and education system. Collective impact 
“occurs when organizations from different sectors 

agree to solve a specific social problem using a 
Common Agenda, aligning their efforts, and using 

common measures of success”. Kids’ First Years is 
working in a complex and fluid environment where 
priorities and issues relating to child success are 

often overlapping and dynamic. Kids’ First Years 

measurement framework organizes data so that 

it is useful as an ongoing learning tool and that 

prioritizes data and information that is relevant and 

can be tracked. Some data points are collected to 
inform context and future work and may not be 

directly related to a current strategy.

Kids’ First Years’ theory of change details how our 

work will help move the needle for Kids’ First Years, 

the ECE system, and ultimately, for children.  

Box 1 focuses on capturing contextual factors 

that shape and influence our work but are not 
factors the initiative itself is seeking to change. 

Box 2 captures the development and implementation 
of Kids’ First Years as an effective collective body. 
Box 3 is focused on how Kids’ First Years’ collective 

work is creating positive change in the system that 

supports young children. Finally, Box 4 is intended 

to capture the extent to which the ultimate outcomes 

for children are improving.
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…to impact critical elements 
of the ECE system...

Access
• Programs and services have sufficient capacity 

to serve all of Alexandria’s vulnerable children

• Programs and services are organized by children 

and families’ needs rather than by income level

• Programs and services are geographically 

matched to the needs of children and families

• Providers and professionals act as a resource and 

referral to other relevant providers or families

Family Connections
• Families understand the importance of holistic 

child development
• Families have better knowledge of and access to 

available early care and education resources

• Families are actively voicing needs to providers, 

Kids’ First Years, and other stakeholders as 

appropriate

Quality
• Educators have the expertise, curricula, 

resources, and tools needed to provide high-

quality instruction that is both culturally and 

linguistically responsive

• Educators focus on and provide individualized 

services to children and families with the 

greatest need
• Educators have access to opportunities for 

their continuous professional growth and 

advancement

…which will lead 
to better outcomes 

for our children.

Health
• Increased participation in 

prenatal care
• Healthier birth weights

• More medical homes

• More immunizations

• Healthier Body Mass Index (BMI)

Academic
• More pre-K experience

• Increased kindergarten readiness 

in reading and math

• Increased 3rd grade proficiency in 
reading and math

• Fewer English Language 

Learners requiring services upon 

kindergarten entry

• Increased developmental 

screenings

Social-Emotional
• Increased kindergarten readiness 

in socio-emotional domains

• Better self-regulation
• Better knowledge of self

4

…and how we’ll 
work together as a 
collective system...

System Alignment
• Alexandria’s ECE system has 

a shared vision for change and 
is working together towards 
that vision

• Alexandria’s ECE system 

constantly reflects on how to do 
things better and builds off each 

other’s work

• Alexandria has dedicated, 

sustainable, resources to support 

its early care and education work

Data Stewardship
• An established data system 

continually tracks progress and 

fosters ongoing collaboration

Community and 
Funder Mobilization
• To ensure lasting change, 

people and funders are 
engaged in alignment with our 

Common Agenda

Backbone
• There is dedicated staff that 

provides leadership, support,  

and project management

2

Understanding our 
community context…

• Demographics in Alexandria today and trends over time. 

• Socio-economic conditions and other economic factors.

• Magnitude of needs amongst the ECE population.

1

3
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Our Organizational Structure 

The efforts of Kids’ First Years are carried out by a partnership 

of individuals and organizations working collaboratively to 
provide oversight and project management.

Collective

Serves as the decision-making body for the early care and 

education systems effort. The collective perspective represented 
is designed to guide the effort, determine strategic priorities, 

and lead the work needed to achieve systems change.  

Board of Directors

Provides strategic direction related to goals and activities, acts as a 

nominating committee to the Collective, vets funding opportunities, 

and provides guidance and support to the Backbone.

Backbone

Fulfills essential 
ongoing functions 

related to coordinating, 
monitoring, and sustaining 

both the work and the 
infrastructure needed 

to support the efforts.  

Kids’ First Years Collective Partners
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311 Cameron Street

Alexandria, VA 22314

www.kidsfirstyears.org
info@kidsfirstyears.org


