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DEAR FRIENDS, 
PARTNERS, AND 
COMMUNITY CHAMPIONS,

Looking back on this past year fills me with immense 
gratitude. Since we started our work in 2013, our 
goal has been clear: to ensure every child in the 

City of Alexandria has a strong start in life. We knew 
that creating lasting change would take unwavering 
dedication, strategic vision, and genuine teamwork. 
Today, I am proud to see key elements of that vision 
in action as we continue to build momentum and 
increase our impact. 

A major driver of our progress this year has 
been the deliberate expansion of our community 
partnerships. Over the past twelve months, we have 
forged deeper ties across early childhood education, 
healthcare providers, city agencies, local businesses, 
and community organizations. By breaking down 
organizational silos, we are creating a seamless 
network of support that meets families right where 
they live, work, and learn. 

Our progress is a testament to our amazing partners, 
dedicated families, generous donors, and caring 
advocates. Every benchmark we hit, every provider we 
support, and every family we empower helps build a 
stronger, more resilient future for Alexandria’s children. 

Thank you for your commitment to Kids’ First Years. 
Your continued partnership fuels our work and ensures 
that our city’s youngest residents receive the bright 
start and promising future they deserve. 

With heartfelt gratitude, 

Michelle Smith Howard 
President & CEO

Watch the video that 
captures our major 
highlights of the year.  

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 to third grade, 
is nurtured by a thriving, 

equitable ecosystem of family 
and community supports.



Engaging in collaborative strategy planning, data-

driven decision-making, raising awareness, pursuing 

sustainable funding, and educating policymakers about 
addressing barriers that limit access to services.

Our Inaugural State of Early Childhood 
Convening 

In October, Kids’ First Years brought together nearly 100 
city leaders, educators, business partners, policymakers, and 
community advocates for Alexandria’s first-ever State of Early 
Childhood Convening. Centered on the shared understanding 

that “early childhood is everyone’s business,” this landmark 
event elevated early care and education from a family 

challenge to a vital economic and community priority. 

Working across agencies to coordinate services, 

making it easier for all families to access what they 
need, when they need it. 

ALX Preschool

In 2026, ALX Preschool evolved, guided by family feedback 
and data across four critical areas: streamlining enrollment, 
strengthening partnerships, expanding access, and refining 
our approach. Today, more families have clear pathways 
to quality preschool, and children across Alexandria are 
getting the strong start they deserve.

Collective Impact

This year, Collective members engaged in a collaborative strategic planning process 
to shape the next chapter of the Collective’s impact. Through this work, members 
assessed the community’s evolving needs, built on lessons from the Collective’s 
work to date, and identified priorities to strengthen our impact moving forward. 
The resulting plan establishes goals across key areas that are foundational to early 
childhood systems-building efforts, including:

Engage the broader Alexandria community to build 

collective support and strengthen resources for early 
care and education.

DASH Partnership and ECE Leaderboard 
Showcase

In April 2026, Kids’ First Years partnered with DASH, 
Alexandria’s fare-free transit system, to bring early 
childhood learning into daily community life. A custom-
wrapped bus featuring The Basics’ five principles turns 
routine commutes into learning moments, with prompts 
for caregivers to talk, count, and storytell on the go. We 
also gathered 50+ families and partners at Pat Miller 

Neighborhood Square for the Early Care and Education 
Leaderboard Showcase, held during Spring2ACTion Giving 
Day, celebrating organizations driving high-quality early 
learning across Alexandria.

Establishing meaningful partnership and channels 
of information with families to support them as their 
children’s first teacher.

Bringing Resources Directly to Families

At the beginning of 2026, KFY partnered with ALIVE! and 
the City of Alexandria to launch weekly resource pop-
up hubs. On Wednesdays, the team alternates between 
the West End ALIVE! food hub and the Del Ray ALIVE! 
food hub, and on Thursdays sets up at the Del Pepper 
Resource building. Through these hubs, KFY connects 
with an average of 5–10 new families each week, sharing 
information about ALX Preschool, The Basics, and 
upcoming community events, and connecting families with 
children ages 0–5 to resources like housing, food, and 
health services along the way. 

FAMILY CONNECTIONS
COMMUNITY AND  
FUNDER MOBILIZATION

ACCESSSYSTEM ALIGNMENT 



Children Under 5 by Family Income: 2022–2024
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Trends in Community Context 
and Child Outcomes 

Kids’ First Years consistently tracks key indicators across the early care and 
education ecosystem to understand how shifts in our community affect children 
and families. This year’s analysis centers on economic realities, access to early 
learning experiences, and readiness during a child’s kindergarten year. The findings 
underscore the importance of a continued focus on access, in the context of rising 
maternal labor force participation, and strengthening school readiness.  

Source: VECF 2026 Ready Reagions ECCE Supply/Demand Dashboard for the City of Alexandria.

Source: 5-Year American Community Survey. VECF 2026 Ready Reagions ECCE Supply/
Demand Dashboard for the City of Alexandria.

More than 1 in four 

children under 5 live in 

families who are likely 

eligible for some form 

of support to access 

preschool services.

8 out of 10 women aged 

20-64 with children 

under 6 participate in 

the labor force.



Percent with a PreK Experience

 2020–21  2021–22  2022–23  2024–25

Kindergarten Readiness Data for Virginia &  
City of Alexandria

% of kindergarteners meeting overall readiness benchmark as 

measured by Virginia Kindergarten Readiness Program (VKRP)

 Virginia  City of Alexandria

2024 2025

50.9%
44.4%

56.3%
49.8%

Source: VECF 2026 Ready Reagions ECCE Supply/Demand Dashboard for the City of Alexandria.

Source: VECF 2026 Ready Reagions ECCE Supply/Demand 
Dashboard for the City of Alexandria.

Notes: Children are identified as kindergarten ready if they meet 
readiness benchmarks in each of four areas: Literacy, Mathematics, 
Self-Regulation, and Social Skills.

Fall 2024 reflects the first year that the Virginia Language and 
Literacy Screening System (VALLSS) was implemented statewide.
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After years of progress 

rebuilding from the 

COVID years, Alexandria 

experienced a drop 

in the overall number 

of children entering 

kindergarten with a 

preschool experience 

during the 2024-25 year.

Alexandria’s school 

readiness scores fall 

below state levels.



A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO OUR GENEROUS 2025–2026 
FINANCIAL SUPPORTERS

For more information: 

www.kidsfirstyears.org | info@kidsfirstyears.org

KIDS’ FIRST YEARS COLLECTIVE PARTNERS

Alexandria City Public 
Schools 

Alexandria Department of  
Community and Human 
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Bruhn-Morris Family 
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Community Fund
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JaLissa Coffee Lyon
Ainsley Cohen
Ben Coleman 

Tomashia Cornitcher

Cathy David 
George Allen Dale
Meredith Dixon 
Karson Dixon
Joseph Dwyer
Natasha Ettienne-Johnson
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