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In a year filled with divisive, polarizing issues, 
education and care of our youngest children are 
among the few areas of growing consensus. 

Decades of explaining the science of 

developing brains have brought greater 

attention to early education; the lingering 

effects of the pandemic have highlighted 

how challenging it is for every family to find 
quality, affordable child care. It feels like the 

drumbeat for change is louder and more 

pervasive than ever before.  

And yet, millions of children under age 
5 in this country are still living in under-
resourced communities and without 
access to quality early learning programs 
– programs that we know can have a 
lasting, positive impact for children, 
families and generations to follow. 

From our roots in Chicago’s South Side 

and rural Illinois, we now influence early 
childhood programs and policies across all 

50 states. This past year, our role as on-the-

ground practitioners remained the bedrock 

of our expertise and source of innovation 

and leadership in the field. 

We also expanded our direct service 

footprint significantly, opening new 
programs in Lake County, Illinois, a diverse 

community with huge unmet need for 

early education and care. Despite our pride 

in this year’s accomplishments, we know 

that there is more to be done. 

A Message from 

Start Early 

Leadership
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Start Early believes that early learning and 

care should be a public good—widely 

accessible, publicly funded and locally 

controlled—so that every child has an 

equitable opportunity to reach their full 

potential. 

We leverage our programmatic and 

systems-building expertise to create, 

test and scale innovative solutions that 

transform the early childhood field. Our 
efforts drive policy change at local, state 

and federal levels, ensuring that our impact 

is both broad and deep. 

As we look ahead, we remain 

uncompromising in our pursuit to ensure 

that every child in America can reach their 

full potential. Together, we are stronger, 

and together, we transform lives. 

Thank you for your unwavering support 

and dedication to our mission. 

Sincerely, 

Diana Mendley Rauner, Ph.D.  
President 

Mary Hasten  
Chair, Start Early Board of Directors
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Start Early advances quality 
early learning for families with 
children, before birth through 
their earliest years, to close the 
opportunity gap. 

Every child has equitable 
opportunity to reach their full 
potential to thrive in school  

and in life.

Mission

Children & Families
Our Commitment to

Vision
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Advancing Equitable Access & Opportunity
The first five years of a child’s life are crucial in shaping their future. Circumstances such as 
race, ethnicity, ZIP code and socioeconomic status significantly influence the opportunities 
for success available to children, leading to disparities in educational outcomes and 

achievements.

Start Early believes early care and education is a public good and should meet the 
diverse and unique needs of all young children, families and those who care for them. 
We are committed to transforming the early childhood system to ensure every child has an 

equitable opportunity to thrive. 
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Early Learning & Care
Champions for

As champions for children and families, Start Early collaborates with families, communities 

and the early childhood field to promote and provide equitable access to effective early 
learning programs and services – prenatally through age 5. 

The depth of our expertise – in prenatal and family supports, Early Head Start and Head 

Start programs and services for learners who have been marginalized based on race or 

ethnicity – and the scope of our work has allowed us to build long-standing partnerships 

with program leaders, policymakers, researchers and local, state and federal partners to 

scale best practices and innovations. 

OUR APPROACH FOR DRIVING IMPACT
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Strategies for Impact
Leaders in the early learning and care field, Start Early operates at the epicenter of direct 
service, professional learning and systems change. Our credibility and proven track 
record in these areas position us to influence policies, practices and funding, ensuring every 
child has the opportunity to reach their full potential. 

We believe that it's through the successful advancement of the three below, interconnected 

strategies, children and families will have equitable access to effective programs and 
services throughout the early childhood years.
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for Families
Improving Outcomes

Our demonstrated results in delivering exemplary child and 

family programs, deep experiences in early learning and 

care and focus on serving learners historically marginalized, 

give us credibility with parents, providers and systems 

leaders to produce program innovations and advance 

sustainable policies. 

We continue to drive towards a more equitable, accessible 

and effective early childhood system, guided by three areas 

of focus:

Healthy Births & Thriving Families: Support baby’s 
growth and brain development by supporting the health 
and well-being of families – before, during and after their 
child is born.

Effective Early Learning Programs: Ensure all families 
have access to quality early learning and care programs 
that are inclusive and culturally and linguistically 
responsive.

Strong Early Childhood Systems: Transform the early 
childhood system to a prenatal-to-age-5 continuum of 
publicly funded, effective programs that meet the unique 
needs of children, their families and those who care for 
them.

OUR APPROACH FOR DRIVING IMPACT
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Impact
by the Numbers

3,387
Directly served 3,387 children 

through our Head Start and home 
visiting programs.

4,087 
Reached 4,087 children 

through our support of the 
Educare Network.

Last year, through broad and innovative efforts to 

advance equity for children birth through age 5 

and their families, Start Early:

756,714
Reached 22,940 

professionals across 
all 50 states through 

our professional 
learning services and 

the National Center 
on Parent, Family 

and Community 
Engagement to 

improve early 
learning experiences 
for 756,714 children.

$1.52 billion
Enabled public sector 

leaders and advocates 
to secure an additional 

$1.52 billion in new early 
childhood funding across 

the country.

11START EARLY  •  YEAR IN REVIEW 2024



Healthy 
Births & 
Thriving 
Families
Start Early envisions a future in which our country collectively supports the unique needs of 

families – before, during and after a child is born. We know that stable, safe and supportive 

environments in the earliest days are critical to the healthy growth and development of our 

youngest learners. 

Positive environments that support young children are only made possible when we work 

with and learn from families, caregivers and communities to understand what they need 

from an early learning and care system. 

To ensure families have what they need to 

support the health and well-being of their 

children, Start Early is committed to:

1. Creating a prenatal-to-age-5 

continuum of care that meets the 

unique needs of all families

2. Increasing access to effective 

behavioral and mental health 

services

3. Sharing best practices, innovations 

and funding strategies to ensure 

more families can access supportive 

services 

Support baby’s growth 
and brain development 

by supporting the 
health and well-being of 
families – before, during 
and after their child is 

born. 
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Since 1982, Start Early has provided home 

visiting and doula services across Illinois, 

coaching young parents on building strong 

relationships with their babies and creating 

safe, stimulating home environments. 

Today, through our Healthy Parents & 

Babies program, we continue to support 

families in under-resourced communities 

in Chicago, offering both in-home and 

virtual services to pregnant women, young 

parents and children from birth to age 

3. Research shows that these evidence-

backed home visiting models improve 

birth outcomes, increase the likelihood of 

families having a primary care physician 

and boost children’s literacy and high 

school graduation rates. 

Our goal through this work is to empower 
parents and strengthen their parenting 

practices as their child’s advocate and first 
teacher.

In addition to providing our own home 

visiting and doula programs, Start Early’s 

Home Visiting & Doula Network 

supports 30 home visiting programs 

throughout Illinois. This network allows 

us to expand our supports to focus on 

families furthest away from opportunity 

who often face some of the most difficult 
challenges in life – from extreme poverty 

to homelessness and food insecurity. We 

partner with other organizations to share 

our lessons learned with community 

programs across the country. 

Implementing a Continuum of Care

This past year, Start Early continued 

to prioritize the mental health of 

families with young children, 

including new mothers. Across 

several Home Visiting & Doula 

Network programs, we piloted 

Moving Beyond Depression, 

an evidence-based home 

visiting approach that equips 

programs and providers 

with the tools they need 

to identify, treat and serve 

mothers at-risk of or 

suffering from depression. 

This added level of care is 

proven to support mothers 

in effectively caring for their 

new child, but also in caring for 

themselves. Over the next two 

years, Start Early is expected to 

serve 100+ parents with the Moving 

Beyond Depression innovation.
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4

So far, families have learned how to legally advocate 

for children with IEPs who were not receiving the 

appropriate supports or services, steps to take 

towards addressing a wrongful termination of a rental 

agreement, support with completing documentation 

for sole parental rights and more.

The Early Head Start Network 
brought in legal services 
partnerships, in response to 
identified needs across families 
and delegates. Now, CARPLS is 
providing quarterly “As a Lawyer” 
sessions for families to receive 
free legal consultation.

CARPLS LEGAL SERVICES

Delegate Site

HEALTHY BIRTHS & THRIVING FAMILIES

Partnering with community-based 

agencies in the Chicagoland area, Start 

Early expanded its direct programs and 

services by launching the Early Head Start 

Network in 1985. As a federal Head Start 

grantee, Start Early provides early learning 

and care to over 1,817 children and 

their families living in under-resourced 

communities across Illinois. Each agency 

embeds its unique and local perspectives 

into strategies for enhancing the 

classroom experience, increasing family 

engagement and strengthening the early 

childhood field.

Children and families in our programs 

perform better than state and national 

benchmarks on key outcomes related 

to maternal health, child health and 

economic security. 

For example, Early Head Start Network:

• Families demonstrate more positive 

parent-child interactions, including 

high engagement of fathers.

• Mothers have higher rates of prenatal 

and postnatal care and mental health 

treatment. 

• Children have high immunization 

rates and near-universal screening 

rates, which ensure developmental, 

social and emotional delays are caught 

early and supported immediately. 

• Families gain access to employment, 

education, housing and legal 

resources, along with support services 

that foster economic stability and 

promote their children’s healthy 

development and educational success.

Across Washington state, children and families continue to 

benefit from Start Early Washington’s efforts to ensure every 

family has access to the supports and services that promote 

healthy mothers and babies, child development, parent-child 

interactions and school readiness and that help ensure positive 

and lifelong cognitive, social, emotional outcomes.

In 2024, we reached more than 392 home visiting 

professionals through 65 programs across the state and 

delivered over 1,100 technical assistance sessions to home 

visitors that provided strengths-based, positive coaching to 

more than 4,600 young children and their families.
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The 13th annual National Home Visiting 

Summit brought together over 1,200 federal, 

state and community systems leaders, policy 

advocates, researchers, program and practice 

leaders, family leaders and philanthropists with 

a focus on re-envisioning systems to ensure 

that all children and families are supported 

fairly and equitably. 

HIGHLIGHTS

Over 100 Capitol Hill 
Visits were conducted 
during the 2024 Summit.

Plenary sessions focused 
on key equity issues, 
such as the impacts 
of climate change on 
pregnant and parenting 
people, the importance 
of the intersectional 
professional workforce 
and the impact of fathers 
on early childhood 
outcomes.

Most attendees (87%) 
indicated that the 
Summit provided them 
with strategies to bring 
about actionable change 

toward advancing 
equity and high-quality 
home visiting services, 
structures and systems.

The Summit got me thinking about our data collection 

and how we might be able to restructure the collection 

and/or analyses with more of an equity lens.

Systems Leader

As a researcher in the early childhood field who went 
into the Summit with minimal knowledge about home 

visiting, I learned a lot about the services that home 

visitors provide, how various programs differ and how 

programs are evaluated. 

Researcher
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5

A culture of HOPE and Home at Head Start. Hardship 

is a season; there is a new season on the horizon.

Home at Head Start Institute Attendee

The National Center on Parent, Family, 

and Community Engagement (NCPFCE), 

led by Start Early, provides training and 

technical assistance to build capacity 

and strengthen Head Start professionals’ 

relationship-based practices. The National 

Center supported 16,756 professionals 

across all 12 Head Start regions 

nationwide, both virtually and in-person. 

HIGHLIGHTS

This year, NCPFCE 
expanded its commitment 
to supporting children 
and families experiencing 
homelessness. NCPFCE 
hosted a virtual, multi-day 
national institute (Home at 
Head Start) for more than 
2,000 participants focused 
on strategies for recruiting, 
enrolling and supporting 
unhoused children and 
families. They also developed 
online tools and information 
to help families navigating 
housing challenges. These 
resources garnered more 
than 5,000 website views.

NCPFCE led a 
groundbreaking, four-part 
webinar series on engaging 
LGBTQIA2S+ parents, families 
and staff to ensure all Head 
Start programs can provide 
families with inclusive and 
equitable services and 
supports.

HEALTHY BIRTHS & THRIVING FAMILIES

I believe this three-day training should be required for 

all Family Services Workers. It is such a great training!

Home at Head Start Institute Attendee
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Supporting the Unique 
Needs of Families
Research shows that when families have 

the ability to engage and be involved in 

their children’s learning in and out of school, 

parents are in a better position to support 

their child’s development and positive 

outcomes. Start Early works closely with 

community partners and providers to help 

connect families with community-based 

supports that focus on the whole family, 

including parent education programs, mental 

health and Early Intervention services and 

public housing, legal and job assistance 

support specialists. 

Holistic Development 
Ensuring children have access to comprehensive services that 
support their physical, cognitive and emotional development.

Family Support 
Connecting families to resources helps alleviate stress and provides 
them with tools to better support their children.

Early Identification
Early detection of developmental delays or issues allows for timely 
interventions, which can significantly improve long-term outcomes.

Community Engagement
Building strong connections between families and community 
resources fosters a supportive network that benefits both children 
and their families.

Benefits of Empowering Parents as their Children’s First 
& Most Important Teacher

Last year, Start Early’s direct service programs connected hundreds of 

families to community resources that helped ensure parents have the 

customized support they need to best care for their young child.
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HEALTHY BIRTHS & THRIVING FAMILIES

Advancing Equity for 
Infants & Toddlers
Five years strong, the Raising Illinois coalition 

has continued to make significant strides in its 
multi-year plan to establish a fair and unified 
support system for expecting families, infants 

and toddlers across Illinois. As the coordinating 

organization of the coalition, Start Early provides 

strategic and comprehensive leadership and 

support to the coalition’s more than 2,000 

members.

This past year, Raising Illinois continued to 

support transformational policy changes to 

improve the economic health, well-being and 

success of Illinois’ 

infants, toddlers 

and their families.

HIGHLIGHTS

Engagement of over 400 
parents, providers and 
other advocates across 
two public all-Coalition 
events highlighting the 
new Department of Early 
Childhood and the maternal 
care experiences of birthing 
people and their providers, 
respectively.

Collection of over 650 
letters to lawmakers from 
parents, providers and other 
advocates in support of 
increased Early Intervention 
(EI) funding. 

Engaged families and 
providers through a series of 
town halls and “know your 
rights” workshops to improve 
public awareness of families’ 
procedural rights, including 
the right to file a state 
complaint if there has been a 
violation of EI timelines.
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Effective 
Early 
Learning 
Programs 

All children and families deserve equitable access to early childhood experiences and 

services where their unique learning and developmental needs are nurtured. At the core 

of our programs are inclusive, early learning settings that prioritize the parent voice and 

involvement in their child’s development, supported by well-trained professionals. 

Start Early’s direct service professionals provide effective and equitable instruction, which 

the Office of Head Start measures across three domains: emotional support, classroom 
organization and instructional support. Last year, our network of educators consistently 

scored above national averages, and in some cases in the top 10% of the nation, on its 

classroom instruction scores.  

Research shows that higher scores are related to improved child development outcomes, 

which is reflected in data that represents the developmental growth and learning of 
children enrolled in Start Early's center-based programs.

In fact, last year, every child enrolled in our Early Head Start or Head Start programs 

met or exceeded developmental expectations beyond our own 75% goal.

Ensure all families 
have access to quality 
early learning and care 

programs that are 
inclusive and culturally 

and linguistically 
responsive.
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FROM THE FIRST YEAR OF 

IMPLEMENTATION:

Pilot staff felt more 
strongly about the 
importance of inclusion, 
the collaborative teaching 
model and providing 
services to children in 
community-based settings.

Pilot staff felt they had 
developed new and 
improved skills related 
to early childhood 
special education after 
participating in the first 
year of implementation. 

Pilot staff are building 
strong relationships across 
the Head Start and Chicago 
Public Schools systems.  

Staff and parents alike 
reported improved 
outcomes for children 
and have shared they are 
grateful to be a part of the 
pilot.

HIGHLIGHTSTaking an Inclusive 
Approach to Learning

There is clear research on the benefits of 
inclusion for both young children with disabilities 

and their typically developing peers in early 

childhood programs and services. Despite this, 

young children with disabilities and delays and 

their families continue to face challenges with 

accessing inclusive early childhood services 

individualized to their needs in all settings, 

particularly young children of color. 

In the fall of 2023, Start Early, in collaboration with 

five other federal Head Start grant recipients and 
the Chicago Public School System, launched the 

Strengthening Inclusion for Young Learners 

in Chicago pilot to bring inclusive special 

education services into community-based 

early childhood settings. The goal of this pilot 

is to develop, implement and assess feasible 

strategies for delivering special education 

services to children with Individualized Education 

Plans (IEPs) directly within the Head Start 

programs they attend.

For our daughter, it was a no-brainer. She has 

flourished because she’s in an environment where 
she feels comfortable, supported and loved by her 

teachers, her peers. 

Parent of Pilot Parent
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Start Early's Educare Network Schools

EFFECTIVE EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS EFFECTIVE EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS 

Educare Chicago serves children from 6 weeks to 5 

years old through a curriculum that is designed 

to promote the success of the entire family – 

socially, emotionally, physically and cognitively. 

Programming encompasses education, 

health and wellness, family engagement 

and developmental services, delivered by 

highly qualified teachers in a nurturing 
and safe environment.

Partnering with families, health care 

professionals and an interdisciplinary 

team of nutritionists, Educare Chicago's 

innovative garden harvest program 

provides resources and hands-on 

engagement opportunities that help families 

achieve healthier outcomes. In the garden, 

children not only learn where their food comes 

from but also develop a deeper appreciation for 

the natural world. 

They gain knowledge about the life cycles of plants and the importance of sustainability, 

instilling in them a sense of responsibility toward the planet. Beyond the educational 

benefits, time in the garden nurtures the whole child by encouraging physical activity, 
enhancing motor skills and boosting their mental well-being.
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Expanding to Lake County, Illinois

Building on a strong foundation and long 

history of providing Early Head Start and 

Head Start services to families, Start Early 

has expanded its footprint to northern 

Chicagoland to help address the critical 

lack of early learning and development 

programs available to families throughout 

Lake County. 

Educare Lake County is being designed 

and built alongside the Lake County 

community to help ensure the school can 

serve families with the types of programs 

and services that they feel they need most 

to thrive. Opening in 2026, Educare Lake 
County will provide:

38,000+ square footage of learning 
spaces, outdoor play areas and family 

support services

Full-day, full-year programming

High-quality early learning 
experiences to 182 infants, toddlers 

and their families

Safe and nurturing community 
gathering areas, including an outdoor 

garden

While Start Early is in the process of building the permanent 

school in the City of Zion, we launched interim programming 

in two temporary locations in Waukegan and Beach Park 

to immediately support 150 children through center- and 

home-based programming, doula services and family child 

care homes. 

Facilities focused on gross motor 
development, STEAM learning and 

health and nutrition
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EFFECTIVE EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS 

In 2000, Start Early established the inaugural 

Educare school in Chicago to support children 

and families rebuilding their lives after the 

demolition of the Robert Taylor Homes, one 

of the city’s largest public housing projects. 

Since then, the Educare Network has grown 

to 25 independent birth-to-age-5 schools, 

partnering with diverse communities and 

early childhood advocates to increase access 

to quality early care and education across 

the country. In 2026, the Network's 26th 

and 27th schools will open their doors to 

families in Lake County, Illinois and San 

Antonio, Texas.

Collaboration is at the heart of Educare 

schools’ success. Each school forms public-

private partnerships as a Head Start and 

Early Head Start provider, uniting local 

school districts, philanthropic organizations, 

researchers, policymakers and communities. 

4,087
Last year, the Educare 

Network directly served 
4,087 children and their 

families.
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Driving Innovation 
& Program 
Improvement
Start Early conducts rigorous research 

and program evaluations to improve the 

expertise of early childhood professionals 

and learning environments for young 

children and their families. By adopting 

a research-practice-policy partnership 

approach, Start Early integrates quality 

research, evaluation and continuous 

quality improvement processes into 

everything we do. 

In the last year, we created over 46 

different research products, incubated 

13 innovations and provided national 

leadership on research that will affect 

early learning and care across the country.

Supported the Financing Early 

Childhood Education Quality & 

Access for All project, a first-of-
its-kind national study of early 
childhood education financing 
policies and practices across 
Early Head Start and Head Start 
grantees, delegates and state 
early childhood administrators.

Led three early learning pilots 
focused on evaluating and scaling 
the efficacy of:

Over the last 

year, Start Early 

conducted the 

New Arrivals Pilot, 

a study to better 

understand the 

unique needs of migrant families 

in Chicago, many of whom live in 

temporary shelters. The findings 
highlighted effective strategies such 

as trust-building and word-of-mouth 

recruitment, as well as challenges 

like communication barriers 

and insufficient, uncoordinated 
resources. These insights will 

guide future training and program 

supports to better serve highly-

mobile families.  

HIGHLIGHTS

Focused on children and families 
experiencing homelessness by 
directly serving 347 unhoused 
children and families. Our on-the-
ground learning spurred larger 
change, inspiring Start Early to 
convene 200 early learning, child 
welfare and homeless providers 
in Chicago to improve service 
and collaboration.

1. Increasing doula services across 
Early Head Start and Head Start 
programs

2. Expanding access to maternal 
depression services through the 
Moving Beyond Depression pilot

3. Supporting families and children 
experiencing homelessness in Early 
Head Start and Head Start programs
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Supporting the 
Workforce with 
Professional Learning
By addressing the professional learning 

needs of the early learning and care 

workforce, we can ensure effective 

quality programs, develop highly skilled 

professionals and increase retention, 

ultimately fostering the success of our 

youngest learners.

Start Early aims to strengthen the early 

childhood workforce by delivering 

professional learning opportunities that 

help them refine and learn new skills at 
every stage of their career. From interactive 

training and resources to technical 

assistance and engaging events, Start Early 

helps leaders and staff cultivate powerful 

practices to elevate the way they teach 

and learn and enhance the effectiveness of 

programs for children and families. 

We consistently gather feedback from early 

childhood professionals to identify more 

efficient ways to support and empower early 
education leaders. Their collective response 

drives us to create new, more equitable and 

culturally relevant learning opportunities. 

Last year, we revamped our training 

offerings to be more effective, culturally 

responsive and align with accreditation 

standards. We revised 26 courses (12% of 

the total catalog) to ensure an equity 

focus and were approved as an accredited 

IACET (International Accreditation for 

Continuing Education and Training) provider 

for an additional five years. This accreditation 
allows us to offer continuing education units 

for our learning modules that can be applied 

toward licenses and state registries, a key 

workforce incentive. 

EFFECTIVE EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS 
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Modifying our curriculum 
resulted in a 60% increase in 

Continuing Education Credits 

and over 90% satisfaction 

across all professional learning 
courses.

Served over 22,940 

professionals across the 
country and indirectly reached 
756,714 children as a result 
of this work—the equivalent 
of all children and direct 
service staff in Early Head 
Start and Head Start programs 
nationally.

Approximately 91% of 

professionals (n=20,875) 
reported positive changes in 
practices, indirectly impacting 
approximately 688,610 

children.

Black and Hispanic 

professionals – who represent 
most of the early learning and 
care workforce – rate us the 
highest of all demographic 
groups in knowledge, behavior, 
satisfaction and net promoter 
scores. 

Provided technical assistance 
to over 346 programs.

HIGHLIGHTS
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Strong 
Early 
Childhood 
Systems

Transform the early 
childhood system to 
a prenatal-to-age-5 

continuum of publicly 
funded, effective 

programs that meet the 
unique needs of children, 
their families and those 

who serve them.

Start Early envisions a future in which our 

nation prioritizes the needs of children and 

families, ensuring they have equitable access 

to a continuum of effective, responsive and 

inclusive services – prenatal-through-age-5. A 

system that is shaped by the voices of families 

and providers, aligned across sectors and 

sustained by sufficient public funding should 
exist in every community.       

Last year, Start Early’s leadership and decades 

of proven expertise contributed to: 

1. Increased investments in and expanded 

access to a continuum of early childhood 

programs and services across the country

2. Policy changes that helped meet the 

unique needs of children, families and 

providers

3. Centering of family and provider voices 

in policymaking decisions and advocacy 

efforts for change

Championing Early 
Childhood Education 
as a Collective Good
For decades, Start Early has focused 

on expanding and protecting policies, 

practices and funding to ensure equitable 

access to effective programs and services 

for children. 

Our policy and advocacy efforts center 
equity and are informed by early 

childhood experts, families and providers 

nationwide, who help ensure that early 

learning policies support their unique 

needs. In partnership with families, 

practitioners, advocates and communities, 

we’re strengthening early learning and 

care systems across country. Last year, we 

supported over 64 policy changes at the 

state and federal levels, resulting in $1.5 

billion in new funding for early learning 

and care programs across all 50 states. 
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In Illinois

Start Early led efforts to secure nearly 

$288.45 million in new state funding 

for child care, preschool, home visiting and 

Early Intervention services across Illinois. 

This includes funding for the first-year 
operations of the new Illinois Department 

of Early Childhood. 

Start Early fostered legislative and public 

support for Governor J.B. Pritzker’s 

plan to establish this standalone state 

agency, which led to the Illinois House of 

Representatives approving legislation to 

move its development forward. 

This new department aims to improve 

access to critical early learning and 

care services by better aligning and 

coordinating programs, data and policies 

for young learners. It’s expected to 

significantly enhance early childhood 
education in the state and provide children 

with a stronger foundation for future 

success. 

In Washington State

In a supplemental budget year, which 

traditionally doesn’t include large 

budgetary or legislative changes, Start 

Early proudly led statewide efforts to 

address key funding opportunities for early 

childhood programs and services across 

Washington State.

Through ongoing administrative 

and legislative advocacy and policy 

development, we helped drive budget 

investments to support the allocation of 

$26.9 million in new funding for early 

learning facilities and $6.2 million to 

provide a monthly increase in subsidies 

for child care providers serving infants 

through the Working Connections Child 

Care Program. 

In addition, we continue to support the 

successful implementation of bipartisan 

legislation responding to the national 

fentanyl crisis by strengthening supports 

to families, including the provision of home 

visiting services to families experiencing 

substance use disorder.
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STRONG EARLY CHILDHOOD SYSTEMS

Consulting for Systems Change
Start Early Consulting helps states and communities build navigable systems that center 

families, increase equitable access to programs and services, and align systems across 

sectors to create a prenatal-to-age-5 continuum of care. We help systems evolve with highly 

customizable support, inviting leaders to leverage our consultants as strategic advisors or to 

develop and execute implementation plans. 

We’ve expanded our national footprint 

providing policy and systems support 

to state and community public sector 

leaders and advocates. We partner in 

21 states to develop strategic plans, 

secure funding increases and protect 

and expand critical services for early 

childhood programs. 

Our consulting process prioritizes relationships – from building inclusive  
project teams to growing support networks long after our engagements are 
complete. Through tailored projects and end-to-end collaboration, Start Early 
partners with states and communities to create early childhood systems that meet 
the needs of locally impacted children and families.

Collaborative 
Implementation

Reflection 
& Impact

Stay 
Connected

Listen to & 
Understand 

Context

Tailor Scope

Identify 
Resources

Build Inclusive 
Team

Present 
Deliverables

Plan for Action 
& Sustainability

Reflect on 
Imapct

Share Feedback

Share Lessons  
with the Field

Continue 
Relationships

Access Start  
Early Resources

Leverage Our 
Network

Work Together  
& Apart

Engage Families  
& Providers

Consult Subject 
Matter Experts

Track Progress 
to Goals

Engagement 
Co-Design

When we started, we were just three angry providers, 

but with Start Early’s help, we are advocates.

Kentucky Early Intervention Providers Association 

(KEIPA)
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Start Early partnered 
with the Kentucky Early 
Intervention Providers 
Association (KEIPA) to 
build their capacity and 

help develop a three-
year policy agenda. 
With this support, KEIPA 
secured a 16% increase 
to the reimbursement 
rate for early intervention 
services and prevented 
the termination of critical 
telehealth services. 

In partnership with the 
Colorado Department of 
Early Childhood, Start Early 
facilitated the development 
the Colorado Statewide 
Early Childhood Strategic 
Plan anchored in family and 
community engagement 
– including the voices of 
parents, professionals and 
cross-sector leaders – that 
will influence how all young 
children and families in 
the state experience early 
childhood in the next five 
years.

95% of our consulting 
clients reported that 
Start Early’s work met or 
exceeded their needs.

HIGHLIGHTS
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Affirming Early Education 
as a Bipartisan Topic   

A partner of Start Early, the First Five Years 

Fund (FFYF) is committed to sustaining and 

increasing federal support for early learning 

with a goal to expand access to high-

quality child care for children and families. 

Engaging with a diverse range of 

supporters, including advocacy groups, 

policymakers and business leaders, 

FFYF pursues bipartisan solutions that 

integrate best practices with effective 

policies. This strategy ensures that 

the economic and social benefits of 
early childhood development last for 

generations. 

Last year, FFYF played a pivotal role protecting 

funding for essential federal early learning and 

care programs. Despite a tight budget, several key 

wins included:

• The Fiscal Year 2024 federal spending package included 

a $1 billion increase for core early childhood programs. 

• The Child Care Development Block Grant received an 

additional $725 million (totaling $8.75 billion).

• Head Start and Early Head Start funding increased by 

$275 million (totaling $12.3 billion).

STRONG EARLY CHILDHOOD SYSTEMS
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Empowering Parents as Advocates
This past year, we continued to advance a shift in power to families, providers 

and communities in policymaking, advocacy and governance so that those 

who are most impacted by the system shape decisions, priorities and 

investments.  

With over a decade of experience supporting parents as they step into 

their power as advocates for their families and communities, the Educare 

Network continues to grow in their family-led policy and advocacy efforts. 

As the national coordinating office, Start Early is focused on building 
a critical mass of Network parents and staff advocates and leaders to 

influence change at the local, state and federal levels.

The Network’s Family Voice & 

Leadership initiative empowered 

Network schools nationwide to 

support families in advocating for their 

children and early childhood education 

policies. This led to significant legislative 
advocacy efforts with state and federal 

leaders in Illinois, Wisconsin, Florida, Oklahoma, Kansas and Louisiana. Educare 
DC utilized their funds for impactful federal advocacy, with parent leaders 

addressing multiple House Committees and federal agencies.

In October 2024, at the beginning of the family leadership program 

Educare DC parent leader Najma Pettiford faced housing insecurity 

while navigating the district’s complex affordable housing 

programs. Because of challenges she experienced with the city 

agencies, she chose housing and homelessness as her advocacy 

focus. 

In March, she testified in the DC Council Committee on Housing’s Performance 
Oversight Hearings, recommending policies to better support children and their 

families. 

Her testimony motivated Council Chairman Robert White’s office to assist her in 
navigating the city agency, and she was approved for an affordable housing voucher. 

Najma is now housing secure and continues to advocate for making housing 

programs more accessible.
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Where

We Work

The data on this map reflects Start Early’s nationwide 
presen
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3,387
Children Reached 

Directly

22,940
Professionals 

Reached

Estimated Children Reached Indirectly Through 

Policy, Advocacy & Professional Learning

64
Early Childhood 

Policy Wins

4M

Start Early's Direct Programs 

& Services

Educare Network Schools

Note: Educare Lake County (Illinois) 
and Educare San Antonio (Texas) are 
scheduled to open in 2026.

The data on this map reflects Start Early’s nationwide 
presence from July 1, 2023 - June 30, 2024.
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LIFETIME 
GIVING
Start Early honors its Lifetime 

donors, who have committed to 

multi-year and single-time gifts.

$10,000,000 & Above

Ballmer Group

Buffett Early Childhood Fund

Comic Relief US

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Joan & Irving∞ Harris

Irving Harris Foundation

W.K. Kellogg Foundation

Robert R. McCormick Foundation

Pritzker Children’s Initiative

Diana & Bruce Rauner,  
Rauner Family Foundation

John & Kathy Schreiber

MacKenzie Scott

Helen Zell

$5,000,000 To $9,999,999

Crown Family Philanthropies

Harris Family Foundation

Heising-Simons Foundation

George Kaiser Family Foundation

Saul Zaentz Charitable Foundation

$1,000,000 To $4,999,999

Alliance for Early Success

Anonymous (3)

Bezos Family Foundation

Blue Meridian Partners

Leslie Bluhm & David Helfand Family

BMO

Jacolyn & John Bucksbaum

The Chicago Community Trust

CME Group Foundation

Early Childhood Funders 
Collaborative/BUILD

Marilyn & Larry Fields

Finnegan Family Foundation

Frechette Family Foundation

Richard W. Goldman Family 
Foundation

Gorter Family Foundation

Grand Victoria Foundation

Hobson/Lucas Family Foundation

Howard Ellsworth Jessen∞

The Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation

The Joyce Foundation

Anne & Burt∞ Kaplan

Kini Fund

Klaff Family Foundation

Oscar G. & Elsa S. Mayer Family 
Foundation

Harriet & Ulrich∞ Meyer

Northern Trust

The David & Lucile Packard 
Foundation

Diane Rickles Pekow∞

Perigee Fund

Pittway Corporation Charitable 
Foundation

Polk Bros. Foundation

Michael Reese Health Trust

Roots & Wings Foundation

Karen Rudolph & David Donnini

Cari & Michael J. Sacks

Catherine Siegel

Steans Family Foundation

W. Clement & Jessie V. Stone 
Foundation

Stranahan Foundation

$500,000 To $999,999

Anonymous (2)

Susan & Stephen Baird

Alvin H. Baum Family Fund

The Boeing Company

Nancy & Steve Crown

D & R Fund

Einhorn Family Charitable Trust

Tom Gimbel

Mr. James Grusecki & Mrs. Brenda 
Grusecki

The Hasten Foundation

Robert Heaton

Malott Family Foundation

Charles Stewart Mott Foundation

Pivotal Ventures

The Rothkopf Family Foundation

Diana & Michael Sands

Catherine & Howard Siegel

Stolte Family Foundation

Glen Tullman

UBS Optimus Foundation

Valhalla Foundation

Vanguard Strong Start for Kids 
Program

William Penn Foundation

William & Kristen Woolfolk

Yagan Family Foundation

$250,000 To $499,999

Allstate

Paul M. Angell Family Foundation

Anonymous (4)

Prue & Frank Beidler

Sarah Bradley & Paul Metzger

The Brinson Foundation

Cartwright Foundation

Mary & Terry Dillon

DRW Foundation

Evanston Community Foundation

Keith & Rodney Goldstein

Rusty & Samuel Hellman

Hunter Family Foundation

Illinois Children’s Healthcare 
Foundation

ITW

The Jessen Family, in memory of 
Howard E. Jessen & Susanne C. 
Jessen

JP Morgan Chase

Louis R. Lurie Foundation

John D. & Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation

Rika & Joe Mansueto

The McCall Family Foundation

∞ Deceased      + Annual Luncheon Sponsor

Our Generous Donors
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Marcelle McVay & Dennis Zacek

Peoples Gas

Pew Charitable Trusts/Pre-K Now

Prince Charitable Trusts

Pritzker Early Childhood Foundation

Rainwater Charitable Foundation

Related Midwest

Dr. Scholl Foundation

Michael & Linda Simon

Sunshine Charitable Foundation, 
Denise & Dave Bunning

Anne & John Tuohy

Vivo Foundation

Voices for Illinois Children

$100,000 To $249,999

The J.R. Albert Foundation

Anonymous (3)

AptarGroup Charitable Foundation

Curt & Lisa Bailey

Bill∞ & Donna Barrows

Robert & Linda Barrows

Bloomberg Philanthropies

The Blowitz-Ridgeway Foundation

The Bluhm Family Charitable 
Foundation

Helen Brach Foundation

Brady Education Foundation

Noelle Brock

Jane & David Casper

Terri & Robert∞ Cohn

Colliers International

The Commonwealth Fund

Dr. & Mrs. Michael DeVan

The Richard H. Driehaus Foundation

Early Educator Investment 
Collaborative, a fiscally sponsored 
project of Third Sector  
New England, Inc.

Educational Foundation of America

Anne & Don Edwards

Erikson Institute

Vicki Escarra

Melissa Sage Fadim,  
Sage Foundation

Foundation for Child Development

William H. Gates Sr.∞

GATX Corporation

Gustafson Family Charitable 
Foundation/ 
Patti & Allen Gustafson

Cabray Haines & David Kiley

Julie∞ & Parker∞ Hall

The Hearst Foundations

David Herro & Jay Franke

Illinois Network of Child Care 
Resource & Referral Agencies 
(INCCRA)

The Mayer & Morris Kaplan Family 
Foundation

Mr. & Mrs. Michael Keiser Donor 
Advised Fund

Timothy & Elizabeth Landon

Liz & Eric Lefkofsky

Martha∞ & Albert∞ H. Macleod

The Malkin Family

Colonel Stanley R. McNeil 
Foundation

David & Laura Merage Foundation

David & Laura Nadler

Barbara Neal

Oberhelman Foundation & Cullinan 
Properties

Oechsle Family Foundation

The Albert Pick, Jr. Fund

PNC

Heather & Timothy Richmond

The Satter Foundation

Jean Schlemmer

Seattle Foundation

Earl∞ & Brenda Shapiro Foundation

Lee & Valerie Shapiro

Share Our Strength - No Kid Hungry

Howard Siegel

Julie & Brian Simmons

Ken & Katherine Tallering

Trust for Learning

Coleman Tuggle & Deborah Daro

Ulta Beauty

Valor Equity Partners

Visiting Nurse Association 
Foundation

Wilson Garling Foundation

The Oprah Winfrey Foundation

Wintrust Financial Corporation

Woods Fund of Chicago

ANNUAL 
GIVING
$1,000,000 & Above

Anonymous

Ballmer Group

Buffett Early Childhood Fund

Comic Relief US

Crown Family Philanthropies

Klaff Family Foundation

Diana & Bruce Rauner,  
Rauner Family Foundation +

John & Kathy Schreiber

Catherine Siegel +

Saul Zaentz Charitable Foundation

Helen Zell +

$500,000 To $999,999

Leslie Bluhm & David Helfand

Marilyn & Larry Fields

Irving Harris Foundation

Heising-Simons Foundation

W.K. Kellogg Foundation

Robert R. McCormick Foundation

Diana & Michael Sands +

Yagan Family Foundation

What will your legacy be? As a Start Early supporter, you want all 

children to have an equitable chance in life. The Irving B. Harris Legacy 

Community at Start Early can help you align your values with long-

term legacy. If you have already included us in your estate plans or 

would like to request a conversation to learn how to make a legacy 

gift to Start Early, please contact Director of Individual Giving Larissa 

Trociuk at ltrociuk@startearly.org.
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$100,000 To $499,999

Anonymous (2)

Curt & Lisa Bailey

Bezos Family Foundation

BMO

CME Group Foundation

Nancy & Steven Crown +

DRW Foundation

Finnegan Family Foundation

Frechette Family Foundation

Tom Gimbel +

Richard W. Goldman Family 
Foundation

Keith & Rodney Goldstein +

Harris Family Foundation +

The Hasten Foundation +

Hunter Family Foundation

The Jessen Family in Memory of  
Howard E. Jessen & Susanne C. 
Jessen

George Kaiser Family Foundation

Kini Fund

Marcelle McVay & Dennis Zacek

The David & Lucile Packard 
Foundation

William Penn Foundation

Perigee Fund

Pivotal Ventures

Pritzker Children’s Initiative

Heather & Timothy Richmond

Roots & Wings Foundation

Karen Rudolph & David Donnini

Stolte Family Foundation

W. Clement & Jessie V. Stone 
Foundation

Coleman Tuggle & Deborah Daro

UBS Optimus Foundation

Valhalla Foundation

Vanguard Strong Start for Kids 
Program

Vivo Foundation

$50,000 To $99,999

Alliance for Early Success

David & Jane Casper +

Foundation for Child Development

General Motors

James P. & Brenda S. Grusecki Family 

Foundation

Hobson/Lucas Family Foundation

The Julius and Cynthia Huebner 
Foundation

ITW

Rika & Joe Mansueto

Charles & Brunetta Matthews +

Oechsle Family Foundation

Barbara & Dan O’Keefe +

Peoples Gas

Seattle Foundation

Lee Shapiro

Share Our Strength - No Kid Hungry

Steans Family Foundation

Trust for Learning

$25,000 To $49,999

The J.R. Albert Foundation

Anonymous

J.W. Bagley Foundation

Bany Family Foundation

The Brinson Foundation

Bobbie & Stanton Cook Family 
Foundation

D & R Fund

Dr. & Mrs. Michael DeVan

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Joyce Foundation

Loop Capital

Malott Family Foundation

Oberhelman Foundation & Cullinan 
Properties +

Related Midwest

Cari & Michael J. Sacks +

Glen Tullman

Anne & John Tuohy +

The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill

$10,000 To $24,999

Ellen Alberding & Kelly Welsh +

Alberding Family Foundation,  
Jessie & Nick Alberding

Allstate

Amsive

Anam Foundation

Anonymous

Bamford Foundation

Prue & Frank Beidler

Noelle C. Brock,  
Brock Family Foundation +

Kerri & Matthew Bruderman +

CME Group Foundation +

Mary & Terry Dillon +

Mr. Andrew D. Ebbott & Ms. Kathleen 
H. Ebbott

Bonnie Garmus & David Erb

GCM Grosvenor

Gorter Family Foundation

Greater Chicago Food Depository

Cabray Haines & David Kiley +

Home Visiting Applied Research 
Collaborative

Justine Jentes & Daniel Kuruna

Mr. & Mrs. Michael Keiser Donor 
Advised Fund

Ron & Fifi Levin +

Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s 
Hospital of Chicago

The Malkin Family +

David & Laura Nadler

National Home Visiting Coalition

Northern Trust

PNC Bank Illinois

Port Capital LLC

Protiviti

Jeanne Rogers & Perry Sainati +

Rothkopf Family Charitable 
Foundation +

Dr. Scholl Foundation

Julie & Brian Simmons

Michael & Linda Simon +

Sunshine Charitable Foundation, 
Denise & Dave Bunning +

Ken & Kathy Tallering +

Laura Thonn +

Wilson Garling Foundation +

$5,000 To $9,999

Anonymous

Baird

Susan & Stephen Baird +

Linda & Robert Barrows

Jimmy & Eleni Bousis

Sarah Bradley & Paul Metzger

Jacolyn & John Bucksbaum +

∞ Deceased      + Annual Luncheon Sponsor

OUR GENEROUS DONORS
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Robert Cabral

Chicago Bulls

The Couch Family Foundation

Bobbie & Charlie Denison

Erikson Institute

William J. Gibbons

Leonard C. Goodman

Rachel & Devin Gross +

Maxwell Gunnill +

JP Morgan Chase

Kovler Family Foundation

Learning Resources

Samuel Wharton Lessin

Elaine & Donald Levinson +

Sally & Bill Martin

Philip & Nancy Miller

Charlie Mills

Sharon Oberlander +

Plante Moran

David & Bonnie Rickles

Halee Sage & David Friedman +

The Shah Family +

Cheryl & Craig Simon +

Sterling Bay

Clea Van Voorhis

YMCA of Metropolitan Chicago

Ronna & Steve Zoll +

$2,500 To $4,999

John & Elizabeth Burke

Terri & Bob DiMeo

Nadia Abraham Gove

Martha Gutierrez

Sherry Koppel

McMaster-Carr Supply Company

Taniqua & Chealon Miller

Netlogx LLC

Podolsky Family Foundation

David & Jamie Schwartz

Mr. & Mrs. John D. Sellers

Catherine Sierakowski

Linda K. Smith

Gary Stewart

Catherine M. & Frederick H. Waddell

Susan White

Mike & Robin Zafirovski

$1,000 To $2,499

Anonymous

Karen Anderson

Mark Becker

Susan & Don Belgrad

Susan Berman & Ray Cahnman

Donna Biretta

The Brodsky Family Foundation

Dee Dee & Richard Chesley

Juan & Miriam Cuan

John & Danielle Didrickson

Alison Dunn

Eliza & Timothy Earle

Zachary Egan

Gregory Ekeroth

Alfred Estberg

Jeff Foreman

Sanford Gage

Andi & Jim Gordon,  
The Edgewater Funds

Pam Gordon

Nancy Harrison

Jane Hasten

Bruce & Vicki Heyman

Michael & Natalie Hoffman

Howard Isenberg

Mary Ittelson

The Robert A. & Shirley J. Jones 
Foundation

Eileen & Andrew Kirkwood

Daniel LeDonne

Robert Levinson

Martha & Nathan Linsley

Sarah Mapes

Arthur Mead Martin

Christopher & Amanda Miller

Sim Moy

Janis W. Notz

Ruth O’Brien

Loren O’Laughlin

William Osteen

Ryan Pavlik

Bill Peche

Marcelo Pendleton-Moreno

Arlene Phillips

Jim & Michelle Pockross

Raul I. Raymundo

Robin Schlich

Cathryn Schmaltz

Linda Schupack & David Good

Tom & Judy Scorza

Walter & Barbara Scott

William Sherry

Jonathan & Alissa Shulkin

Annie Haas SooHoo

Tammy & Eric Steele

John Swinmurn

Anne & Tony Toulouse

Anna Tuchman & Kostis Hatzitaskos

Justin Weddle

Shannon Wheat

Iris S. Witkowsky

Kalinda & Kevin Woods

Debbie Yaver

IN-KIND 
GIVING
ChildPlus

Chicago Public Schools

dentsu X

Heritage Outdoor Media

Diana Rauner 

Share Our Spare

Sheppard Mullin

TEDCO Toys

Tonies US

Walmart

We would like to specially 

recognize our Champions 

Circle donors, a mission-driven 

group of individuals working 

to advance Start Early’s efforts 

with gifts of $1,000 or more 

throughout the year. 

Thank you!
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BOARD OF 
DIRECTORS
Irving B. Harris, Founder 

Mary Hasten, Chair of the Board 

Charles Matthews, Vice Chair 

Billie Wright Adams, M.D. 

Curt R. Bailey 

Sheila Ater Capestany 

David Casper 

Maria Castro 

Nancy Carrington Crown 

Deborah Daro, Ph.D. 

Kelly King Dibble 

Vicki Escarra 

Marilyn Fields  

Bill Friend 

Tom Gimbel 

Keith Kiley Goldstein 

Dan O’Keefe 

Isabel Navarrete Polsky, M.D. 

Michael Rapelyea 

Raul I. Raymundo 

Richard E. Rothkopf  

Diana Sands 

Diane Schanzenbach  

John G. Schreiber 

Suk Shah 

Linda K. Smith 

Claudia Teran 

Laura Thonn 

Adam Waltuch  

Sam Yagan 

Garrett M. Young, Ed.D. 

Helen Zell 

Emeritus Members
Lula M. Ford 

Paul Metzger 

Catherine M. Siegel, LCSW 

Anne L. Tuohy

Sabrina Boges-Krull

Sophie Braatz

John Burke

Altaira Citron-Greco

Caitlin Crowe, Co-Chair

Mary Duby

Danielle Eiden (Albergo)

Justin Giorgio

Katy Heneghan

Brittany Hughes

Dan Hugo

Warren Klee

Sarah Kozin

Alexis Lavko

Sarah Mapes

Caroline McCarthy

Catherine Quinlan, Co-
Chair

Catherine Sierakowski

Annie SooHoo

Mikela Sutrina

Margot Visconti

Michael P. Walters

Megan Wholey

START EARLY AFFILIATES 
BOARD

Leadership
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Diana Rauner 
President  

Michael Hoffman 
Chief Operating Officer  

Barbara Cooper 
Senior Vice President, Professional Learning  

Yvette Sanchez Fuentes 
Senior Vice President, Government Relations & Research   

Ann Hanson 
Senior Vice President, Systems Strategy  

Donna Iwanski 
Chief Financial Officer  

Clarissa Love 
Senior Vice President, People & Culture; Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion & Belonging   

Sheetal Singh 
Executive Director, Early Learning Lab   

Aisha Gayle Turner 
Chief Development Officer  

Johanna Vetter 
Chief Marketing Officer    

Bridget Byville 
Vice President, Strategy & Impact  

Dionne Dobbins 
Vice President, Research & Evaluation    

Ireta Gasner 
Vice President, Illinois Policy  

Manda Klein 
Vice President, National Center  

Amy Lusk 
Vice President, Fundraising Partnerships  

Diana McClarien 
Vice President, Early Head Start Network  

Sara Nadig 
Vice President, Development  

Michael Owens 
Vice President, Information Technology  

Andrea Pearson 
Vice President, Educare Network 

Kim Ptak 
Vice President, Communications  

Amanda Stein 
Vice President, Educare Research 

Eva Stolson 
Chief of Staff 

Renee Wheeler 
Vice President, People & Culture  

Kelly Woodlock 
Vice President, National Home Visiting

START EARLY WASHINGTON

Valisa Smith 
Executive Director

FIRST FIVE YEARS FUND

Sarah Rittling 
Executive Director

EDUCARE NETWORK

Cynthia Jackson 
Executive Director

START EARLY LEADERSHIP
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