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Regional Plan for Children’s School Readiness  

SYSTEM COORDINATION                                                       
 
A system is a set of interrelated parts that interact and function together to produce a common outcome 
or product. An early childhood system encompasses an array of separate, more targeted components, 
including health, education and human services, which have the common goal of achieving better 
outcomes for children, youth or families. This system has multiple programs, policies, agencies or 
institutions at the national, state and local level.i  
 
A well-coordinated early childhood system helps:  

¶ Families get the care and support they need for their children in the most efficient and effective way.  

¶ Private funders and the public sector make efficient investments  

¶ Make the most out of existing resources and capacity. 

¶ Sustain lasting change. 

¶ Organizations that serve families and young children operate smarter and plan better. 
 
To get the best possible results from a system, its individual parts have to work effectively as a whole.  
The early childhood comprehensive system is demonstrated belowii: 
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WHAT IS THE NEED? 
 
Within the greater Richmond and Petersburg region there are ten ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ten different and 
independent governments and school systems ς Charles City, Chesterfield, City of Colonial Heights, 
Goochland, Hanover, Henrico, City of Petersburg, Powhatan, New Kent and City of Richmond. This also 
includes nearly 80,000 children ages birth to 5, of which 13,460 live in economic risk. The vast majority of 
these children live in households where all parents work -  from 65 to 77 percent among localities where 
estimates are available. It is common for families to cross several localities to accommodate their home, 
workplace and health care needs.  Young children and their families need support services from a variety 
of programs and organizations that make up our early childhood system.  As a result, many of our 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛlies navigate through systems that can be dissimilar, uncoordinated and 
complicated due to the lack of collaboration like data sharing and referral relationships.  
 
WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
 
Like an orchestra, this system has many groups of players with specialized jobs, such as child care 
centers, nutrition programs, health care providers, business and community leaders, taxpayers, children, 
families, and elected officials. The orchestra sounds best when each musician is skilled, the instruments 
are well-tuned, and the sections work together in harmony toward a common goal.  But with differing 
funding sources, program standards, eligibility and reporting requirements, and changing trends in 
community needs, the early childhood system can be ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘǊŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ 
rehearse together. No orchestra becomes great overnight, and the beauty of the music depends on 
dedicated practice by musicians who have all the resources they need and an orchestra conductor who 
can get everyone playing from the same page and create harmony among all the parts. Keeping this 
orchestra in mind can help guide us in our approach to early childhood systems building and 
coordination. iii 
 
WHAT IS EARLY CHILDHOOD SYSTEMS BUILDING? 
 
Strategies such as home visiting and quality early care and education are ways to improve early 
childhood outcomes in a community. But these programs only reach a small percent of our population. 
Their reach is mostly limited to the clients they serve. To improve childhood outcomes for all, Social 
Impact Research recommends engaging in activities such as advocacy, research, replication, and 
collaboration, which enable organizations to affect the larger field of school readiness and reach 
populations not directly involved in programs.iv 
 
Systems building is an intentional, organized attempt to create or improve a system and the outcomes it 
produces. The Build Initiative, a collaboration of national funders that supports state efforts to create 
comprehensive early childhood systems, has developed the five-part framework outlined as follows to 
help define systems building and its outcomes:v   
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WHAT IS EARLY CHILDHOOD SYSTEMS BUILDING? (Continued) 
 

SYSTEMS BUILDING & COORDINATION AREAS OF FOCUSvi 

System Aspect Description Possible Outcomes 

CONTEXT  

Changing the political 
environment that 
surrounds the system & 
affects its success  

¶ Policy changes that expand or enhance programs  

¶ Funding streams that are more flexible across programs  

¶ Public engagement or mobilization  

¶ New advocates or champions 

COMPONENTS  

Establishing high-
performing and quality 
programs and services  
 

¶ New programs or services  

¶ Expanded program reach or coverage  

¶ Improved program quality  

¶ Increased operational efficiency.  

CONNECTIONS  

Creating strong & 
effective linkage across 
the system  
 

¶ Coordinated eligibility assessments and applications  

¶ Referrals occurring from one program to another  

¶ Joint planning across system components  

¶ Shared data systems for tracking individuals.  

INFRASTRUCTURE  

Developing the supports 
the system needs to 
function effectively & 
with quality  
 

¶ Governance entities to oversee and coordinate systems  

¶ Consistent standards of quality across the system  

¶ Education and training to ensure an appropriately skilled systems 
workforce  

¶ Technical assistance to support systems development  

¶ Defined roles and mechanisms for accountability.  

SCALE  
Ensuring the system is 
comprehensive and 
works for all children  

¶ Availability of programs and services throughout a geographic 
region  

¶ A comprehensive array of programs and services for system 
beneficiaries  

¶ Long-term financial security to maintain the system over time  

¶ Shifts in system ownership, meaning that a broad array of people 
involved in the system, especially those on the frontlines, assume 
responsibility for maintaining the system.  

 
These five areas comprise the aspects of a system that, if developed or enhanced, can produce broad 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀǊƛŜǎΦ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ŦƛǾŜ 
areas, although most focus simultaneously on several areas. 
 
WHAT CAN BE DONE?   
 
In Virginia, early childhood systems building and coordination is occurring under the framework of Smart 
Beginnings, led by the Virginia Early Childhood Foundation (VECF).  VECF was founded in 2005 as a 
public-private partnership with Virginia's Office of Early Childhood Development. Its mission is to provide 
leadership to foster smart beginnings for all young children in Virginia and through them a vital future for   
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?  (Continued) 
 
the Commonwealth. One strategy is the development of a network of regional Smart Beginnings 
coalitions that are working to improve the quality of care and education for children from birth until 
kindergarten. Smart Beginnings networks now cover ут ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ну 
coalitions serving 93 localities.   
 
Smart Beginnings Greater Richmond (SBGR) is a regional coalition for early childhood, mobilizing the 
community and creating sustainable change to ensure that children, birth to five, are healthy, well-cared 
for, and ready to succeed in school and in life.  The region consists of: Charles City, Chesterfield, Colonial 
Heights, Goochland, Hanover, Henrico, New Kent, Petersburg, Powhatan, and Richmond. By 
implementing priority strategies to address the system aspects identified in the five-part model outlined 
above, SBGR creates sustainable, collaborative systems change in service delivery, policies, and 
procedures. Through SBGR, early childhood stakeholders work together on collaborative planning, 
networking, funding, coordination, implementation, and integration of services to collectively do more with 
community assets than any one organization could do in isolation. While the coalition does not provide 
services directly to families, it is working with service providers to improve how families find and move 
between services, minimize the duplication of effort, and advocate for improvements in the quality and 
amount of services available to families.  
 
SBGR and its partners are achieving systems building and coordination in many significant ways: 
 
CONTEXT: Improving political environments surrounding systems 
 

Problem: The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) is a proven high-quality early education 
experience for four-year olds at risk of entering kindergarten unprepared but not served by the 
Head Start program. Virginia has made great strides in expanding VPI for at-risk four year olds but 
has not met the goal of ensuring that 100 percent of VPI-eligible children are served. vii   Despite 
the fact that the state budgets for 100 percent of these children to participate, localities can 
choose not to participate or not to fill all of their VPI slots for many reasons, including lack of 
classroom space, start-up costs for the program, and the annual local share costs.viii   
 
Consequences: Because some localities opt not to participate in VPI, and others do not utilize all 
their slots, access to the program can be different for at-risk children depending on where they 
live.    
 
Systems Solution: SBGR mobilized early childhood advocates from the United Way of Greater 
Richmond & PeǘŜǊǎōǳǊƎΩǎ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ Lƴitiative and SBGR Leadership Council who were 
Henrico citizens to support a proposed expansion of Henrico pre-k classrooms. Along with several 
WLI members, two Henrico citizens serving on the SBGR Leadership Council wrote to the Henrico 
School Board and Superintendent. The Henrico School Board approved the expansion of 144 new 
preschool slots. Mobilizing advocates helped to improve the political environment in a local public 
school system. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?  (Continued) 
 
COMPONENTS: Establishing high-performance services within the system 
 

ProblemΥ aŀƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴ-time registration for kindergarten is in the spring, 
well before the first day of school.  
 
Consequence: Late registration leads to problems for schools, families, and children: attendance 
delays, missed orientation, and confusion for children as they begin their academic experience.  
In 2010, an estimated 4,000 kindergarteners throughout the region were not registered on timŜΧ 
enough children to fill about eight elementary schools.  
 
Solution: SBGR worked with five school systems to identify a common kindergarten registration 
date (April 7, 2011) and began planning a regional kindergarten readiness and registration 
campaign. By January 2011, ten school systems in the region had agreed on the common date: 
Charles City, Chesterfield, Colonial Heights, Goochland, Hanover, Henrico, New Kent, Powhatan, 
Petersburg, and Richmond. The campaign kicked-off with a press conference on January 20, 2011, 
gained momentum with nearly four months of broad media coverage, and culminated with a 
successful spring registration day with 8,355 children registered. While variations in data 
collection across school districts did not allow for a direct comparison of 2010 registration data 
with 2011 data, principals and school administrators indicate that the kindergarten 
readiness/registration campaign was a success.  They report that more parents were better 
prepared with proper documentation and increased awareness of the process in general.  Plans 
are now underway for an expanded campaign in 2012 and data collection improvements should 
result in more accurate reporting of future results.  Streamlining a process that affects all 
students entering kindergarten will help to establish a more high-performing system. 

 
CONNECTIONS: Creating strong, effective links across systems 
 

Problem: Currently, our early childhood system has the capacity to serve less than half of the 
families in need of home visiting services.  This makes it very important that we make the most of 
existing capacity.  However, home visiting programs have unique purposes, strategies and 
services, geographic areas served and enrollment periods.  This can be challenging for referral 
sources, such as hospitals and human service agencies, which struggle with matching families 
with the right program.  It can also be frustrating for families who may receive an inappropriate 
referral, or find that the program to which they were referred has a waiting list.  It is even difficult 
for home visiting programs themselves, which have to spend valuable time training multiple 
referral sources and handling inappropriate referrals.   
 
Consequences: CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōest services to meet their needs and 
programs have trouble balancing demand and capacity. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?  (Continued) 
 
Systems Solution: Faced with these challenges, a working group of home visiting agencies led by 
ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ wƛŎƘƳƻƴŘΩǎ 9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ό9/5Lύ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ wƛŎƘƳƻƴŘ 
Home Visiting Referral Center (the Center) in 2008.  The Center is a collaborative model for home 
visiting outreach, screening, and referral.  This central point of entry is optional: programs can 
still recruit referrals directly and hospitals can still refer directly to home visiting programs if they 
so desire.  Having a centralized option reduces numerous challenges and makes it possible to get 
information out to a broader audience of referral sources, connect families to the help they need 
quickly and easily, and make the best use of existing capacity by triaging referrals based on family 
needs and program availability.  The number of families receiving home visiting services 
increased from 581 (FY2007-2008) to 756 (FY2008-нллфύ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŧǳƭƭ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ 
operation.  Creating strong, effective links across a system takes dedication and collaboration, but 
results in programmatic efficiencies. 

 
INFRASTRUCTURE: Developing support structures systems need to function effectively 
 

Problem: Early childhood is a critical stage for positive social and emotional developent, also 
known as infant and toddler mental health.  Children experiencing poor quality of care or toxic 
stress in their environment struggle to develop optimally, leading to developmental and 
behavioral challenges down the road. Without adequate knowledge and training, child care 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ Ƴƛǎǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
know how to recognize early warning signs or how to help families find help, and may lack the 
skills to constructively address difficult behaviors.   

 
Consequence: Early warning signs are missed, child care providers have unrealistic expectations 
for developmentally appropriate behaviors, or are unable to cope with challenging behaviors, 
which can lead to exacerbation of the problem, mistreatment, or expulsion. 
 
Systems Solution: Community partners including ChildSavers, UW, Richmond ECDI, and the 
Partnership for People with Disabilities worked to submit a successful collaborative proposal to 
the Virginia Department of Social Services for HUGS for Infants and Toddlers, a project to provide 
infant and toddler mental health training to selected child care providers and direct service 
workers in Richmond and the immediately adjoining areas of neighboring counties, as well as 
ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ the mental health needs of very young children and their 
families. One of the primary indicators of coalition success is that people are thinking and acting 
differently. They not only coordinate existing efforts, but, when the need arises to address a new 
problem, they voluntarily bring it to the coalition to ensure that they build on efforts that are 
currently underway.ix  This is what happened in the development of HUGS for Infants and 
Toddlers.  A need to improve capacity was identified among multiple providers, and they 
developed a support structure to address the need across the system.   
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?  (Continued) 
 
SCALE: Ensuring comprehensive systems are available to as many as possible 
 

Problem: Early experiences literally shape how the brain gets built, with the basic architecture of 
the brain constructed through an ongoing process that begins before birth and continues into 
adulthood in a predictable sequence: laying the foundation, framing the rooms and wiring the 
electrical system. A strong foundation in the early years increases the probability of positive 
outcomes. A weak foundation increases the odds of later difficulties, with significant 
consequences for both children and society. The  quality of care during these early years matters 
tremendously.  The vast majority of children under six live in households where all parents work, 
from 65 to 77 percent among localities where estimates are available. As a result, many of our 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŎŀǊŜ.  Until 
recently, the only assurance of quality available was accreditation, which is costly and out of 
reach of many child care providers.  Few supports existed for child care providers serving low 
income children to improve quality 
 
Consequence: Parents lacked a consistent way to gauge quality and children who were most 
vulnerable were most likely to receive lower-quality care. 
 
Systems Solution: Virginia is one of many innovative states that have designed systems to 
evaluate and improve the quality of early childhood care and education programs. The Virginia 
Star Quality Initiative (VSQI) offers a market-based solution to support continuous quality 
improvement of child care centers so that all children arrive in kindergarten ready to succeed. 
VSQI also provides families with a website to help them choose the best child care programs for 
their children. In the greater Richmond and Petersburg region, VSQI is managed by United Way in 
partnership with ChildSavers, a strong community-based agency with over 85 years of experience 
supporting mental health and positive social and emotional development of children.   By 
coordinating with state and local partners, proven strategies can be scaled up to meet the need 
within a system.    
 

CONCLUSION  
 
It can take a long time to make significant progress on difficult social problems.  The most effective way 
to make that progress on a large scale is not just to implement strategies that will serve individuals, but 
through systems building and coordination.  As a result of systems building work, leaders in the early 
childhood sector make capacity building a priority by focusing on partnerships, shared goal setting, data-
driven decisions and implementation strategies that strengthen systems and neighborhoods, not just a 
single program or organization.x 
 
Many funders and advocates are focusing on the policies and infrastructure needed at the state and 
national levels for early childhood programs and services to become more coordinated and 
comprehensive. While this is crucial, local systems cannot be ignored.  Local systems define how families 
experience these programs and services.  
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CONCLUSION (Continued) 
 
Systems work requires broad, comprehensive thinking and dedicated staffing and resources. Just as in an 
orchestral performance, where the quality of the music depends on the skill of the conductor as much as 
the skill of the musicians, systems building requires highly professionalized skill sets to effectively play 
the essential roles: advocacy, research, replication, and facilitation.  Systems building and coordination is 
an investment that can pay dividends for years to come, but it needs to be staffed and funded, strategic 
and deliberate, and requires the true collaboration of many different players across many different 
sectors.  Through systems building, communities ς including service providers, parents, business leaders, 
nonprofits and government agencies ς can find ways to coordinate and maximize early childhood 
resources so services are more accessible, efficient and tailored.xi 
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