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INTRODUCTION

In March 2014, the David and Lucile Packard 
Foundation launched Starting Smart and Strong.
Through this ten-year effort, the Foundation is partnering with three California communities to test and 
scale solutions that support parents, caregivers, and educators as they prepare children to be healthy 
and ready for school, with self-confidence and a love of learning. Three years into Starting Smart and 
Strong, grantee communities have accomplished a great deal. All three have built important cross-sector 
partnerships, established a vision of comprehensive systems of care, and implemented new approaches 
to serving children and their families. 

The Packard Foundation believes that each communities’ work is a journey from which all can learn, and 
this brief by Engage R+D shares insights and lessons from the first three years of Starting Smart and Strong:

To date, communities have made significant progress in establishing the conditions that will be needed 
to scale impact.  The journey is not yet over. During the next several years, communities will build on the 
foundations they have created and lean into the challenge of bringing effective practices to scale across 
all settings in which young children learn and grow. The Packard Foundation is optimistic about what 
grantee communities will accomplish and looks forward to learning with them as they engage in their 
work. It is also committed to sharing the Foundation’s own knowledge on what it takes for grantmakers 
to truly support community leaders and embed local ownership for this important work.

>

     It describes why young 
children’s early experiences 
are so critical. 

1

2     It identifies what the 
Foundation set out to achieve 
with this work and outlines 
core features of the strategy.

3     It elevates findings from an evaluation 
of the first three years of each communities’ 
work and what the Foundation has learned 
about supporting inclusive community change.
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CONTEXT: THE IMPORTANCE OF ACCESS, QUALITY, AND SCALE

The foundations for a lifetime of health and learning 
are built in the first five years of life, as young children’s 
brains and bodies develop rapidly.
When children have access to high-quality early learning programs and health care in this critical window, 
they have better chances to attain health and happiness throughout their lives.

Unfortunately, many California families face barriers to these opportunities. While young children’s access 
to preschool has expanded over the past 15 years, there is still room to improve. Only 50 percent of the 
state’s children are currently enrolled in preschool, and California ranks low on preschool quality standards, 
falling behind 36 other states nationwide.  Though studies of the state’s transitional kindergarten reveal 
program benefits, they also highlight the need to increase developmentally-appropriate instruction and 
provide more support for children’s social-emotional development. Finally, fewer than one in three young 
children receive screenings to determine whether they are successfully reaching important developmental 
milestones. 

Research shows that the quality of the interactions between children and the parents, caregivers, and 
educators who support their learning and development can have a profound impact on child outcomes. 
More and more researchers and early learning leaders are recommending that adults who interact with 
children during these critical years be equipped with the skills and resources they need to help children 
thrive. What would it look like to bring this vision to life in communities? Currently, there are many 
examples of high-quality practices and programs that measurably improve child outcomes. However, 
examples are scarce when it comes to locating communities that have been able to bring these to scale 
across all settings where young children are cared for, and thus improve population-level outcomes.

1 in every 2 children ages 3-5 in 
California is enrolled in preschool

Less than 1 in every 3 young children 
receive developmental screenings.

California falls behind 36 other states 
when it comes to preschool quality.

#37: California

>
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STARTING SMART AND STRONG

This is the opportunity on which the Foundation set its sights when it launched Starting Smart 
and Strong in 2014.

Starting Smart and Strong strives to ensure that all 
children grow up healthy and ready for kindergarten 
by improving the quality of adult-child interactions 
across all settings where young children learn and grow.
The Foundation is partnering with three California communities to test and scale solutions that support 
parents, caregivers, and educators as they prepare children to be healthy and ready for school. Through 
this ten-year, place-based effort, the Foundation hopes to establish proof points that can inform early 
learning policy and catalyze broader systems change.

With Starting Smart and Strong, the Foundation sought to build on its deep experience supporting 
young children and their families while also incorporating new thinking about how to support sustainable 
change at scale. Prior to launching this effort, the Foundation engaged in thoughtful planning to develop 
the following core features of its investment strategy:

> A place-based approach. Developing practical policy solutions in a state as large and diverse as 
California requires understanding what works best across communities.  The Foundation decided 
to ground its investments in three focal communities. These communities would be charged with 
developing and testing solutions from the ground up and developing a well-coordinated ecosystem 
of support for early learning, thus serving as learning models and proof points for the rest of the state.

> Diverse community partners. The Foundation sought to partner with  
communities that varied in terms of population, geography, and infrastructure  
with the goal of surfacing solutions that work across diverse contexts.  
To determine which communities to invest in, the Foundation first focused 
on communities with sizeable concentrations of young children living 
in poverty. Next, it assessed community readiness to participate in 
systems change work based on an exploration of factors, such as 
local early learning leadership, appetite for innovation, and openness 
to cross-sector collaboration. Based on this analysis of both need 
and readiness, the communities of Fresno, Oakland, and San Jose 
rose to the top.

>
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Starting Smart and Strong Grantees

> A holistic and systemic approach. The Foundation recognized that no one program was likely 
to solve the quality challenge.  Effective practices would need to proliferate across diverse settings, 
from formal preschool classrooms to informal settings where children are cared for by family, 
friends, and neighbors. Communities also would need to engage local health agencies and deepen 
community support and leadership. Only then, the Foundation posited, might one see community-
level improvements in school readiness. Therefore, grantees were asked to adopt a comprehensive 
“four pillar” approach outlined below.

The Four Pillars of Starting Smart and Strong

Starting Smart and Strong is focused on ensuring that the following attributes— 
Four Pillars—exist in each of the selected communities: 

      Testing 
professional 
development and 
training models 
for early childhood 
educators in 
formal settings

      Working to 
ensure the healthy 
development of 
young children 
through access to 
universal develop-
mental screenings and 
appropriate responses

      Scaling what 
works by creating 
strong systems, 
committing resources, 
and engaging 
committed leaders 
who are willing 
to take action

1
      Testing new 
approaches to 
support and provide 
resources for informal 
caregivers, and to 
ensure authentic 
parent engagement 

2 3 4

Oakland Unified School District
> Large urban district in Bay Area
> Most racially diverse in U.S.
> Engaged community
> Focus on trauma

Franklin-McKinley School District
> Small urban district
> Pocket of need in Silicon Valley
> Focus on social-emotional development

Fresno Unified School District
> Largest rural district in Central Valley
> Highest poverty in U.S.
> Focus on Dual Language Learners
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> School districts as anchors for systems work. Another question the Foundation grappled with 
was identifying organizations that could serve as leads for this work. Options included school districts, 
county offices of education, local children and family commissions, child care resource and referral 
networks, and community-based organizations. 
The Foundation chose to invite school districts to serve as lead grantees given their role in providing 
transitional kindergarten and their potential to act as anchors for systems change work. These districts 
were charged with knitting together public and private partners in order to create durable and flexible 
early learning systems where resources are allocated based on local needs.

> Flexible support with a clear North Star. The Foundation defined a clear North Star, or ultimate 
goal, for each community’s work—that all children are healthy and ready for kindergarten. But each 
community was invited to chart its own path to reach that North Star. Communities were also provided 
with an array of resources to support them in their journey (see Appendix). These included embedded 
technical assistance providers—The Early Learning Lab to co-design professional development 
approaches; New Teacher Center to coach educators; Engage R+D to build evaluation and learning 
capacity; UCLA to support measurement of population-level change; and Mission Minded, Lightbox 
Collaborative, and New America Foundation to offer communications expertise to begin sharing the 
learning with local and national audiences.

> Innovation and learning to support scale. While high-quality early learning program models exist, 
the prospect of scaling a single program across diverse California communities seemed improbable. 
Starting Smart and Strong therefore seeks to seed new thinking, tools, and practices in communities 
as a means of sparking innovation and change. The Early Learning Lab served as the primary 
catalyst for communities, identifying five adult practices that cut across evidence-based programs 
and working with communities to support a process of testing and learning from strategies to embed 
the “Big 5” practices in classrooms. Starting Smart and Strong also places a strong emphasis on 
strategic learning and capacity-building. The Foundation is engaging in a developmental evaluation 
that provides regular opportunities for program staff, partners, and grantees to assess progress 
and refine strategies. Engage R+D is also applying a lean evaluation approach that 
emphasizes building performance measurement capacity over time.
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INSIGHTS AND LESSONS THUS FAR

Three years into Starting Smart and Strong, 
grantee communities have succeeded in 
creating the conditions for broader change.
All have created customized strategies for improving early learning in their communities, developed 
leadership necessary for working within and across systems, and tested new approaches to supporting 
educators, parents, and caregivers. Evidence is taking shape regarding which practices are most 
effective, and communities are thinking strategically about how to scale what is working. 

Along the way, communities also have generated numerous insights and lessons about what it 
takes to improve early learning systems, both on the ground and from a grantmaking perspective. 
Key lessons are highlighted below, as well as how these lessons have influenced the Foundation’s 
approach to supporting community-led systems change.

1Communities value early learning and were eager to engage with this work. Although Fresno, 
Oakland, and San Jose vary in significant ways, all three communities saw value in partnering 
with the Foundation to advance early learning more systemically. For Fresno, there were a number 

of local initiatives at play focused on children’s health and educational success, and this work provided 
an opportunity to strategically weave early learning partners together to support young children. 
In Oakland, there was strong community demand to meet the needs of the city’s young learners and 
a new superintendent who was open to incorporating this work. In San Jose, the creation of a county 
master plan for early learning and the opening of Educare, a nationally recognized model of high-quality 
learning, generated excitement about the potential of Starting Smart and Strong to leverage these new 
local resources.

IMPLICATION:   Pay attention to community context and priorities and build on them to deepen local 
commitment. Communities’ enthusiasm for this work signifies the extent to which diverse institutional 
stakeholders now recognize the connection between young children’s early learning experiences and 
their later success in school and life. In order for this work to take hold, however, it was important 
to understand how this work fit into the unique context of each community, as well as how it could 
serve school district goals. The Foundation was able to use that understanding to further deepen 
local commitment to this work. For example, Foundation staff and local early learning leaders met with 
Oakland’s new superintendent to discuss connections between early learning and his vision for the 
district, ensuring that early learning was a firm part of his K-12 agenda. In Fresno, school district staff met 
with leaders of other local educational initiatives to discuss how this work could best align and support 
ongoing work, with the goal of minimizing any overlap and maximizing synergy. Finally, in San Jose, the 
superintendent attended new professional development trainings alongside preschool and kindergarten 
teachers to show his commitment to early learning and the important connection it has to success in the 
elementary grades.

>
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2 Communities are pursuing very different approaches to systems change. While planning for 
 this work, the Foundation reviewed various models for supporting multi-sector systems change. 
 In the end, it decided that communities were best positioned to develop their own pathways 

to change as opposed to adopting an outside framework. Early on, it became clear that communities 
were pursuing very different approaches to their systems work. Oakland, for example, undertook an 
approach most akin to collective impact—gathering together a broad cross-section of local stakeholders 
to define a common agenda, identify mutually reinforcing activities, define progress measures, and create 
an infrastructure for ongoing communication and coordination. In contrast, Fresno made a strategic 
decision to start small by getting good pilot programs off the ground and aligning with existing multi-
sector initiatives as a means of building local momentum. Because the work in San Jose takes place 
within a small school district, it was most important to engage key players who could help advance 
systems improvement efforts rather than setting a broader table.

IMPLICATION:   New change pathways can emerge when communities chart their own course. 
Frameworks can certainly be helpful when one is commencing new work. However, they also have 
the potential to be limiting and unproductive if they turn out to be a bad fit with local priorities, values, 
and context. In this case, the Foundation provided communities with a clear North Star and organizing 
framework for their efforts (i.e., the Pillars) but allowed them the flexibility to determine how best to get 
there. In doing so, the Foundation fortuitously, if not intentionally, created the opportunity to learn from 
the different systems improvement pathways that emerged. This has influenced how the Foundation 
supports grantees and partners to address other complex challenges. In practice, this often involves 
ensuring agreement on a key goal, arming communities with knowledge and support relevant to that 
goal, allowing them to define how best to achieve that goal, and then learning and adapting based 
on what unfolds.

3 Leadership has been essential to helping school districts see the value of early learning. 
 The Foundation knew that leadership would be critical to catalyzing and sustaining early 
 learning systems improvement efforts over time. Initially, it posited that superintendent leadership 

would be critical; therefore, Foundation staff met with superintendents to ensure their buy-in and 
support. The Foundation also approved plans for all three districts to use grant resources to establish 
internal directors of early learning, charged with overseeing and managing district improvement efforts 
and engaging with community partners, with the expectation that these positions would be supported by 
local dollars over time. All three directors have played an essential role in getting districts to see the value 
of early learning, a process that has required intensive education from the bottom up and the top down. 
In the process, directors have developed new skills to serve as change agents both within and outside 
their institutions. Thus far, superintendents have turned out to be less critical, in part because of turnover 
in this position across all three communities. 

IMPLICATION:   Stand ready to cultivate and support emerging leadership. Starting out, the 
Foundation anticipated that the director-level early learning positions would be important, but it did 
not realize what it would take to support the individuals holding these positions to play such pivotal 
roles. This required investing additional resources, in the form of coaching and training, to support their 
leadership development and field knowledge. As a result, these leaders have been able to maintain a 
strong focus on early learning in K-12 districts, even amidst significant transitions in K-12 leadership. 
The directors are now growing departmental capacity and grooming additional leaders within their 
teams, thus cultivating an even stronger base of early learning leadership. Another lesson from the 
initiative is that, even when superintendents are supportive, those who operate as second-in-command 
under superintendents also wield enormous influence. They, too, need to be brought along in terms of 
understanding how early learning connects to and supports K-12 goals.
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4 It took time for school districts to embrace the idea of innovation. As described earlier, the 
 Foundation engaged in a rigorous process to evaluate communities’ readiness to take on this 
work, which included an assessment of their appetite for innovation. Early on, this was put to the 

test when school districts were asked to experiment with new approaches to educator professional 
development. It quickly became apparent that while communities overall might have appetites for 
innovation, school districts were not as familiar with or comfortable experimenting with new approaches. 
They tended to prefer proven program models that were clearly structured over adaptive approaches 
that emphasized innovation and continuous quality improvement.

IMPLICATION:   Provide time and support for organizations trying out new approaches. Going in, 
neither the Foundation nor its intermediary partners had a full appreciation for what it would take to 
catalyze testing and learning in school district settings. But they did anticipate that the innovation 
process would not be linear and were prepared to be flexible. Ultimately, this translated into providing 
communities with more time to launch this aspect of their work, allowing them to start more modestly 
(i.e., in fewer classrooms) than originally envisioned and providing them with intensive intermediary 
support. It also meant using the developmental evaluation to understand why the innovation process 
gained more traction in some areas compared to others and using that understanding to cultivate 
progress across communities. In Fresno, for example, data pointed to a clear need to better serve dual 
language learners, which resonated strongly with educators’ self-identified needs. Fresno also involved 
educators, and not just administrators, in the design of experiments, which resulted in greater buy-in. 
The Foundation and its partners learned from Fresno’s progress and used this knowledge to catalyze 
greater traction for innovation efforts in other communities. 

5 When communities take the lead, it presents both opportunities and challenges. 
 As described earlier, the Foundation has pursued a flexible approach to working with grantees 
 that involves providing support and learning with them about how communities can best 

achieve the initiative North Star. On the positive side, this approach embeds ownership of the work 
in communities and ideally promotes the sustainability of efforts beyond the Foundation’s 10-year 
investment. On the other hand, the work can sometimes feel slow and less-than-linear. Foundation 
staff have had to make decisions about what to hold tight, meaning what is non-negotiable in terms 
of expectations, and what can be held more loosely, meaning where there is room for flexibility and 
negotiation. For example, when CFC asked communities to implement an early learning population-
health measure developed by UCLA, some stakeholders questioned the value of the instrument, and all 
three communities requested more time for implementation. The Foundation held tight to the importance 
of having a population-level measure but provided flexibility to communities with regard to the time 
needed to fully implement this tool.  

IMPLICATION:   Build deep relationships to help communities lean into tough challenges. Managing 
an adaptive systems change initiative has challenged the Foundation to think differently about the best 
role staff can play to support grantee communities. Ultimately, program staff have taken an engaged 
approach, developing close relationships with diverse stakeholders in each community and building their 
knowledge about local needs, dynamics, and opportunities. Playing a supportive role has also required 
a balance of both listening and leaning in. Listening is critical to understanding the very real barriers 
that come up in this kind of work and building strong and supportive relationships. However, the work 
has also revealed that communities sometimes need encouragement to lean into difficult but essential 
aspects of their systems change work. Setting clear expectations, showing patience, and providing 
support has proven time and again to be a winning combination.
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6 Learning has been essential to driving community progress. When the Foundation 
 embarked on this work, it knew that learning and evaluation would be critical given the complex 
 and adaptive nature of the work. It therefore decided to engage in a developmental evaluation 

to inform its own strategy. However, it also prioritized the learning needs of communities and their 
intermediary partners by supporting lean evaluation efforts that emphasize building performance 
management and evaluation capacity along the way. The evaluation team has played an active role 
in helping stakeholders at all levels to see patterns across organizations and systems, to understand 
and test new solutions to long-standing challenges, and to adjust and refine their strategies. This 
evaluation has also helped stakeholders to develop frameworks to guide and inform their work, such as a 
transformation rubric for systems development in formal education settings, along with a theory of scale 
that articulates the specific practices being scaled across settings and what supports are needed to 
ensure their proliferation. It has also placed a focus on building the performance management capacity 
of school districts.

IMPLICATION:   Support grantee learning, not just philanthropic learning. In Starting Smart and 
Strong, the evaluation sought to engage all stakeholders in learning and reflection and build feedback 
loops across these levels. While one of the grantee communities started their Starting Smart and 
Strong work with a strong foundation in data-driven practices, the other two lagged behind. Many early 
learning educators are skeptical of the value of data, either because they lack experience with it or their 
experiences have involved tedious forms that lack value for improving classroom practice. It took time 
to build trust and present data in ways educators value. Over time, however, all three communities have 
increased their appetite for data and continuous improvement approaches. Two of the districts are also 
making important advancements in building their data infrastructure. Though it took time to develop trust 
and a rhythm for this work, learning and reflection have played an essential role in helping grantees target 
their efforts, understand what is working, and be able to share their results with others.
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IN CLOSING

As this brief details, communities have made important 
progress in establishing the conditions for scale to 
achieve the ultimate goal of children being healthy 
and ready for school by age five.
They have developed new early learning leaders, established and strengthened inter-agency partnerships, 
and improved how they use data to support learning. The next phase of Starting Smart and Strong will 
emphasize identifying proof points and scaling what works, followed by a final phase of the ten-year 
strategy focused on sustainability. 

The Packard Foundation looks forward to continuing to learn from communities and to sharing its 
own lessons about supporting community-led systems change. As it does so, it remains eager to 
learn from other funders and practitioners around the country about how people and organizations 
can work together to ensure the brightest futures for their youngest children.

>
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