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While uncertainty continued in 2021, I found inspiration and hope in our ongoing work to educate and 
nurture young children and their families in Chicago’s south suburbs. With expanded availability of 
vaccines and booster shots and new cleaning routines, we were thrilled to invite children back into our 

classrooms. We also continued to deliver remote learning to meet family needs as we waited for vaccines for 
children five and under and participated in several special events: 

• Week of the Young Child: teachers at each site created fun activities for families who expressed their 
ingenuity as virtual family architects and joined a boisterous music parade, among other activities. 

• Preschool Transitions: Staff celebrated preschoolers as they transitioned to kindergarten and as 3-year-
olds moved up to the 3-5 program. Each student was gifted a backpack filled with age-appropriate school 
supplies, while their parents looked on.

• Holiday Fun: Teachers helped to make the holidays extra special by presenting a gift-wrapped, 
developmentally appropriate toy to each of the 284 children in our Early Learning Programs.

To help ensure the health and well-being of our staff and families, we provided PPE throughout the year to 
children, families, and IAFC staff. We also facilitated two mobile COVID-19 testing events with partners Illinois 
Department of Public Health, Housing Authority of Cook County, and Prairie State College, and fast-tracked 
vaccination appointments for families in our Early Learning Programs. Finally, we continue to maintain the 
COVID-19 website, first launched in 2020, to share relevant information about testing, vaccinations, and more.

Looking ahead to the 2022-2023 school year, our goal is to enroll children in our classrooms to capacity once 
again. I am proud of the way Illinois Action for Children’s Early Learning Center staff, teachers, and families came 
together again this year for high-quality early education within a hybrid model. 

As coronavirus cases decline, optimism and hope are felt in our classrooms. While the past two years have 
created uncertainty, IAFC’s commitment to supporting the role of parents as their child’s first and most important 
teacher remains clear. Please read this Annual Report to learn more about our progress.  

Sincerely,

April Janney  
President & CEO  
Illinois Action for Children



About Illinois Action 
for Children
Our History
It started back in 1969 when our founder, Sylvia Cotton, 
asked the question no one else was asking, “What 
about the children?” — that was the beginning of 
our journey to help make a difference in the lives of 
families in Illinois.

Our Approach
Our broad approach to supporting children by 
supporting families is a proven and effective means 
to address endemic poverty, which is the root cause of 
the educational failure of America’s poorest children.

Our Path
Illinois Action for Children exists today because 
we recognize that American families need access 
to quality, safe, and affordable childcare to be 
self sufficient. This allows parents to go to work 
with confidence, knowing that their children are 
in good hands. We lead the way in the service of 
children and families, distinguished by our “Strong 
Families, Powerful Communities” approach to child 
development.

What We Believe
We practice what we believe. Our work begins with 
promoting the safety, health, happiness, and education 
of all children. By the nature of our cause, our work 
extends to parents and families’ childcare providers, 
and the systems that support child development.
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Head Start is a federally funded program that promotes the school 
readiness of young children from low-income families through local 
programs. 
These programs support the social, and emotional 
development of children from age three-to-five as 
well as educational programs that provide children 
and their families with health, nutrition, and other 
services. Head Start promotes the highest standards 
of quality in the delivery of evidence- based, 
comprehensive, early care, and education services to 
low-income children and families.

Early Head Start programs provide access to 
educational opportunities for expectant families 
and children up to three years old. This program 
(both home- and center-based programs) include 
Parent- Infant Educator weekly home visits, a bi-
weekly socialization group at centers, opportunities 
to develop relationships with other children and 
families, resources for parents and families (including 
prenatal support), and a seamless transition from 
Early Head Start to Head Start programs and services.

General Information
Agency/Grantee:  
Illinois Action for Children

Program Number:  
05CH10105: Illinois Action for Children

Address:  
4753 N. Broadway, Suite 1200, Chicago, IL 60640

Telephone:  
312.823.1285

Fax:  
773.561.2256

Head Start Director Name:  
Mark Barrett

Head Start Director Email: 
mark.barrett@actforchildren.org

Agency Website:  
www.actforchildren.org

INTRODUCTION
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Grantee Early Head Start  
Site Locations

269

304 

328

46.86%

Families Served

Children Up-To-Date on Age 
Appropriate Health Care

Children Served

Average Monthly  
Attendance per site 

*This includes centers being closed from 
March to June 30, 2020

Through a respectful partnership with families, Illinois 
Action for Children’s (IAFC) Head Start and Early Head 
Start locations apply an evidence-based approach 
to engage children and families with limited access 
to financial resources in its early care and education 
programs. Children benefit from warm, nurturing, and 
effective interactions, support for basic mental, dental, and 
physical health, and developmentally appropriate school-
readiness education. IAFCs multidisciplinary approach is 
based on leading-edge research and science about brain 
development.

Families participate in a wide variety of activities to support 
children’s development and strength build strong parent-
child relationships that align with each child’s and family’s 
specific goals and needs. During remote instruction, 
IAFCs Home Visiting program teachers supplemented 
at-home learning by providing families with additional 
activities to support developmental milestones. Each week 
Parent Educators uploaded new activities from Parents 
as Teachers, a research-based curriculum, to IAFCs 
website. Through regular home visits, phone calls, text 
messages, and other outreach activities, Parent Educators 
encouraged parents to access these supplemental 
activities and resources. 

Following an extended period of remote instruction 
mandated by local public health guidelines, we reopened 
in October 2020 with a hybrid model giving families the 
choice to continue with full remote or remote and in-
person services four days a week. IAFCs Early Learning 
Programs (ELPs) are now equipped to support full remote 
instruction if future situations arise that prevent in-person 
service delivery. The ELPs provide parents, children, and 
staff with the equipment necessary to access lessons 
remotely. IAFCs curriculum also supports delivery of lesson 
plans and activities to families via email.

Chicago Heights 
Early Learning Center
202 S. Halsted St., Lot C1 
Chicago Heights, IL 60411 

Ford Heights 
Early Learning Center 
1055 Berkeley Ave  
Ford Heights, IL 60411 

Harvey-South Holland  
Early Learning Center 
16515 S. Park Avenue  
South Holland, IL 60473  

Dolton Early  
Learning Center 
721 Engle St.  
Dolton, IL 60419
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School Readiness
IAFCs Early Learning Programs (ELPs) use Practice-
Based Coaching (PBC), a cyclical approach to 
supporting effective teaching practices that lead to 
positive outcomes for children. PBC components 
include focused observations, reflections and feedback 
about teaching practices, actions, and goal setting and 
planning. 

IAFCs Early Learning Programs include both children 
with previously identified disabilities and their typically 
developing peers. In creating inclusive programming, 
our approach prepares both children and their families 
for school at an earlier age.
 
During Fiscal Year 2021 (July 1, 2020-June 30, 2021), 
IAFCs ELPs continued their participation in Lead Learn 
Excel facilitated by Start Early. Through this work, 
IAFC is building its early learning team’s capacity 
to develop high-quality classroom environments 
and teacher-child interactions. By participating in 
the program, which includes data dialogues, team 
lesson planning, professional development, and peer 
learning communities, IAFC equips its early childhood 
professionals with systems and routines for continuous 
learning and quality improvements. These elements 
support our teachers one-on-one work with families 
to improve specific outcomes for each child in the 
program

IAFCs ELPs implement the Pyramid Model to promote 
healthy social-emotional development. The model’s 
inventory of practice helps to identify each staff 
member’s training needs and implements a training 
plan to address them, allowing the team to pinpoint 
specific skills needs across Early Learning Programs. 
 
All classrooms use the research-based Creative 
Curriculum, which is aligned with state standards for 
early learning. Through ongoing assessments, the 
ELPs team uses observations, pictures, videos, audio 
recordings, and children’s own work to demonstrate 
children’s competency in a variety of learning domains 
that are essential for school readiness. Each year, 
following completion of three checkpoints, the team 
analyzes results, guides classroom and individual 
instruction, and plans for teachers’ professional 
development. 

Regular screenings of children’s overall development, 
social-emotional development, and hearing/vision help 
the ELPs team to determine if further evaluation is 
needed. If a screening identifies a concern, IAFC refers 
children to the appropriate agencies and provides 
support to families throughout the evaluation process. 

IAFCs Home Visiting Program uses Parents as 
Teachers, a research-based curriculum to increase 
parents’ knowledge of early childhood development 
and improve parenting practices that prepare their 
young children for school readiness and success. 
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Curriculum and Program Model
The Creative Curriculum for Preschool remains 
the primary curriculum for our center-based early 
learning Programs. The Parents as Teachers 
curriculum guides the work of Parent Educators in 
our home visiting program for children under
the age of three. Each of these curricula is aligned 
with the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes 
Framework and the Illinois Early Learning and 
Development Standards.

The program model is firmly rooted in a two- 
generation approach that supports, celebrates, 
and empowers families. Early Learning Program 
staff work in partnership with families to support 
the success of each child. Parent-teacher 
conferences are held three times a year, during 
which the Teaching Strategies Development
and Learning Reports are shared. Teachers and 
parents focus these discussions on each student’s 
strengths. If a transition is to occur, the final 
conference focuses on planning for a smooth 
transition.

Children receiving Early Head Start and Head 
Start services are assessed using the Teaching 
Strategies GOLD assessment tool. Illinois Action 
for Children’s educators assess children’s growth 
and development in 10 domains identified by 
The Creative Curriculum. This assessment data 
provides program staff and families with a clear 
and comprehensive picture of each child’s
development, growth over time, and the resources 
and supports that they need to thrive.CU
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Family Engagement
Despite restrictions on in-person engagement due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, IAFCs Family Engagement 
Specialists continue to encourage family involvement 
to support children’s school readiness. To maximize 
outreach to local families, the Early Learning Programs 
leverage robust partnerships with community 
organizations, agencies, businesses, and individuals. 
Family Engagement Specialists are deeply committed 
to working in partnership with families to help them 
achieve their goals and basic needs.
  

With families’ input, IAFCs ELPs offer varied ways for 
families to engage in the programs to support their 
children’s learning. These include interactive at-home 
activities, participation in Parent Committee activities, 
educational workshops and training sessions, and 
leadership development through representation 
on the Policy Council and Board of Directors. IAFC 
also hosts family fun nights, activities designed for 
men; opportunities for parents to work with Human 
Resources to interview candidates for open staff 
positions; and parent cafés to support their children’s 
social-emotional development. Families show a high 
willingness to participate in parent café conversations. 

The ELPs also provide families with external 
opportunities to develop their leadership skills. For 
example, the Illinois Head Start Association (IHSA) 
provided extensive Parent Leader training to five parents 
in the IAFC programs, building parents’ co-facilitation 
and presentation skills to take a peer-to-peer approach 
to future Parent Cafés. Another parent was elected 
President of the IHSA Board’s Parent component. In 
another example, an IAFC ELPs parent was selected 
as an Illinois Parent Ambassador to advocate for Early 
Learning funding at the national level.
   
To facilitate communication between families and 
its ELPs, IAFC has expanded both the method and 
frequency of its communications: platforms now include 
the E-Learning website, REMIND texting system, emails, 
phone calls, newsletters, virtual meetings as well as 
parent events, parent-teacher conferences, verbal 
reminders during drop off/pick up times, and fliers. 
IAFC customizes its communication to reflect each 
family’s preferred language. 

The total number of families served was 269:  
208 single families; 61 two-parent families

Of 61 two-parent families, 31 were employed;  
30  were not in the work force

Foster children served: 8

Homeless families 8. 1  family acquired 

housing during the school year.

Total number of volunteers was 123; out of these  
95 were current parents.

61 father figures were engaged throughout the school 
year.

87% of families received at least one service.

Our program served 

269 
families in FY21 
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Success Stories 
Tamarr Walker
Illinois Head Start recruits annually to train parents to facilitate in our social-emotional 
learning cafes.

“At first, I wasn’t sure what to expect from Parent Cafés or the IHSA training. As an 
introvert, I was nervous to step out of my comfort zone by becoming a Parent Leader. 
I met a lot of new people. By allowing us to act out and practice different scenarios, 
training prepared me well for co-facilitating Parent Cafés.

“The experience overall was awesome. I loved it so much, I signed up again! I am 
a natural born leader, so this helped strengthen my skills. Being able to communicate with other parents was 
refreshing, and I picked up some tips along the way. I can’t wait until the next session.” 

Tamarr looks forward to launching future parent café sessions in Chicago Heights and beyond.

Sonia Lopez-Tavares
“I participated as a parent in previous Parent Cafés and enjoyed them. When I was 
approached with the opportunity to become a Parent Leader for IHSA Parent Cafés, 
I decided to come on board because I enjoyed the cafés. The trainings were very 
informative. After the trainings, I felt ready and comfortable to host cafés. During the 
cafés, I felt comfortable interacting with our parent participants. It was great to have the 
opportunity—especially during this time of the pandemic doing everything virtually—to 
socialize with other parents. I was able to relate to others’ struggles and felt a sense of 
support. As a Parent Leader, I could gain other parents’ trust, leading to suggestions that 

may help IAFC to provide greater support for parents and children. These cafés are great.” 

Latricia Cool
Latricia began her relationship with IAFC when her daughter enrolled in our Early Head 
Start Center- Based Program. “This year my daughter transitioned into IAFCs Head Start 
Program to enhance my leadership skills as a Parent Committee officer”. “I used the 
leadership skills that I developed in the program to find a more fulfilling job and found 
the right fit for me as a Program Aide at IAFCs Ford Heights Early Learning Center.”

During the time her child has been enrolled in the program, Latricia has demonstrated 
strong leadership. She has since been elected to two consecutive yearly terms as Vice-
Chair and Policy Council Representative by the Parent Committee and has been active 

in the Policy Council by participating in the Early Learning Self-Assessment Process. She was also selected to be an 
IHSA Parent Leader.  

“I am so happy that I have a job that I enjoy, enhanced leadership skills, and that I had the opportunity to learn so 
much about Early Learning,” she concluded. 

1

2

3

Volunteer Opportunities
Although the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic restricted on-site volunteer opportunities, families continued to 
volunteer remotely for meetings of the Parent Committee, Policy Council, and Board of Directors. IAFCs family 
volunteers co-facilitated Parent Cafés—planned parent activities. New council members were trained on their 
responsibilities.
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Early Learning 
Program Data
Teaching Strategies Gold (TSG) provides IAFCs Early 
Learning Program teachers and administrators with 
valuable data that is collected and reported three times 
a year to track each child’s progress. This data also 
helps assess progress in each classroom and each 
site, providing an overall snapshot of performance.
 

The domains covered by TSG are designed to assess 
all of the domains of school readiness in the Head Start 
Child Development and Early Learning Framework.

Results for the spring checkpoint 2020-2021 are 
provided in the data table for Early Head Start and 
Head Start, Children’s performance level by age in 
each of the areas of development is highlighted.

The percentages below show how many met 
expectations outlined in Teaching Strategies GOLD.

Domain Children Ages 0-3 Children Ages 3-5
Social-Emotional 60% 62.73%

Physical 56.25% 68.14%

Language 80% 64.06%

Cognitive 60% 66.67%

Literacy 62.5% 54.55%

Mathematics 43.75% 52.83%
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Populations Served
Illinois Action for Children’s Early Learning Program places special emphasis on recruiting and enrolling 
children and families that may be furthest from opportunity attainment.

Homeless Children

Homeless Families

Children under  
the care of a guardian

Teen Parent

Single Parent

Disabled Parent

Foster Children

Number of Families  
Receiving WIC

Number of Families  
Receiving TANF

Number of Families  
Receiving SNAP

Number of children  
with an IEP

Number of children  
with an IFSP

Number of Families  
Receiving SSI

4 4
33

178
164

12 13 14 21

208

8 88
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Statement of Financial Position
As of June 30, 2021

Assets

Current Assets $  8,024,810

Noncurrent Assets $  3,902,690

Total Assets $ 11,927,500

Liabilities

Total Liabilties $   5,653,513

Total Net Assets $   6,273,987

Total Liabilites and Net Assets $ 11,927,500
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Support and Revenue

Government Contracts

IDHS $     26,178,101

DFSS $      1,211,677

CPS $      250,000

DCFS $      227,358

ISBE $   13,877,538

U.S. DHHS $   6,970,558

Foundation/Corporate $     2,498,725

Other Income $       972,664

Total Support and Revenue $  52,186,621

IDHS 61% 

DFSS 1% 

CPS 1% 

DCFS 0%  

ISBE 21% 

U.S DHHS 13% 

Foundation/Corporate 2%

Other Income 1%

61%
1%

21%

13%
2% 1%

1%
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Expenses

Program Services

Parent Services $  7,359,469

Provider Services $ 22,416,065

Certificate $ 16,964,330

Public Policy and Advocacy $      934,110

Supporting Services

Fundraising/Marketing/Outreach $       84,968

Management and General $   3,876,240

Total Expenses $ 51,635,182

Change in Net Assets $     551,438

Parent Services 15% 

Provider Services 40% 

Certificate 35% 

Public Policy  
and Advocacy 2%  

Fundraising/Marketing/
Outreach 0% 

Management  
and General 8% 

15%

40%

35%

2%
8%
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“IT IS EASIER TO BUILD 
STRONG CHILDREN 

THAN TO REPAIR  
BROKEN MEN.” 

– FREDERICK DOUGLASS



www.actforchildren.org
© 2021

IIllinois Action for Children is a 501(c)3 charitable organization.  
All gifts are tax deductible as allowable by law.

“Illinois Action for Children is a catalyst for organizing, developing and supporting strong 
families and powerful communities where children matter most.”

@IAFC_Cares


