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Letter from Board Chair 
The pandemic has been incredibly challenging, and the societal 
pains that swelled in 2020 have not fully healed. The uncertainty  
of the times created overwhelming stress for everyone as families 
and educators struggled to maintain a sense of normalcy for  
children and themselves. We know that predictable care, support, 
and access to education are essential for two generations: children 
AND their parents. We are so proud of the heroes of our industry 
and all they have done to meet these needs.

Our funded partners have delivered essential services in person 
and remotely throughout this time. Parent educators have met with 
families outside and online, and young children have modeled their 
incredible resilience through it all. There were critical advances to 
the work, despite many obstacles. I attribute this to our commu-
nity’s array of innovative thinkers inside and outside our agency, 
committed to our mission even in hard times. Our early childhood 
community of professionals, and the families we serve together, are 
extraordinary. 

The 2020–2021 fiscal year is the first year of a new three-year 
funding cycle. This report and the related impact stories reflect the 
year’s shared work and outcomes. The thematic title of Building 
Bright Futures speaks to the ever-present hopefulness that working 
with and for children brings. As I lead the organization forward as 
the current Board Chair, I invite you to join our dynamic and diverse 
circle of supporters, advocates, and service partners, in creating 
pathways to success for all young children.

Sherry Heuser 
Wake County Smart Start Board Chair
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Our Mission
Wake County Smart Start [link to website] (WCSS) works to ensure that children, birth to five years, 
are prepared for success in school and in life.

Priorities
We believe all children across Wake County deserve a pathway in life that leads them to a bright 
future;  WCSS works with families, educators and professionals to create these pathways. We help 
build the capacity of our community to provide the programs and supports children need to thrive, 
even during a pandemic.

Partner Organization Funding Process
Every three years WCSS evaluates community needs and selects local partner organizations to fund 
who will address those needs.  We then carefully monitor and evaluate the programs and services 
of these chosen, funded partners. Our Board of Directors makes allocation decisions using a set of 
criteria focused on greatest need and informed by a racial equity lens. Our Strategic Plan [link here] 
outlines priorities for each funding cycle.

WCSS funds programs and services that advance the following goals:

four goals
Children are in safe, supportive home environments.

Children are in high-quality care that contributes to positive child outcomes.

Children are healthy and developmentally ready for school.

�Children and families are supported by a strong, diverse, connected and  
integrated early childhood system that promotes results.



goal area 1

“Having the support of WCSS is priceless, and we can do our job even better 
knowing that they are on our side and not expecting ‘business as usual.’  
I thank you all for your understanding.” 
—Wake Connections funded partner 

Children are in safe, supportive home environments.
WAKE CONNECTIONS

Wake Connections is a coordinated intake and referral system that  
connects families with home-based and group services. 
WCSS offers a diverse array of programs because families across our county have different lifestyles  
and needs. Not every child will participate in a pre-k or group program. Wake Connections brings  
tools and resources into the homes of children across our county, helping to build strong families  
while encouraging early learning and healthy development. 

“Thank you for facilitating learning opportunities that help us to continue 
to do our work in the best professional way under the circumstances.”
—Community Partner Forum participant  

Wake Connections provided 844 referrals for  
home-based and group services and community supports

90% of Wake Connections participants reported 
improved parenting practices

155 participants in the Community 
Partner Forum series

COMMUNITY PARTNER FORUM SERIES 

All families can relate to how the pandemic increased stress at home. As isolation 
from support grew over time, there was an increased risk for young children. After 

Wake Connections’ family support providers raised concern, WCSS partnered 
with SAFEchild to develop the Community Partner Forum series to offer  

support and concrete skills to direct service providers and community  
partners. These capacity-building conversations were designed to  

support continued virtual service delivery during the pandemic,  
especially for our most vulnerable families. Topics were guided by  
the needs identified by our partners and included abuse and neglect, 
intimate partner violence, family resources, trauma-informed care and 

secondary trauma. 

https://www.wakesmartstart.org/wake_connections/home/


goal area 2
IMPROVING AND SUSTAINING QUALITY CHILD CARE

Improving and Sustaining Child Care Quality provides on-site 
technical assistance and works to improve the quality of staff, 
teacher-child interactions, health and safety practices and  
improvements to indoor and outdoor spaces.  
 
When businesses expand into a particular region, they look first to see what kind 
of early childhood care and education exists. Companies know that parents who 
feel more secure about their child’s care setting are more productive and less 
stressed employees. For children, the importance of quality is even greater. Early 
experiences shape the brain and lay the foundation for all future learning. 

Children are in high-quality care that  
contributes to positive child outcomes.

WCSS hosted  
a series of curbside supply  
drives for all Wake County  
child care programs 

Of the 21,485 children in licensed care, 93% 
benefited from programs funded by WCSS

76% of children in licensed care attended  
a 4-star or 5-star facility

SUPPLY PICKUP

To combat the essential supply shortage during the pandemic, WCSS provided curbside supply 
pickup for Wake County child care sites. These distributions, including things like hand sanitizer,  
toilet paper, and disinfectant spray, allowed centers to stay open and meet health requirements. 
Most importantly, the support allowed providers to focus on caring for our community’s young 
children. We are grateful to the child care professionals for their dedication, flexiblity, and  
resilience during this difficult period. 

Improvements to early learning included a new infant Outdoor Learning 
Environment (OLE) at Kids Education Center 1, part of the 20-21 Preventing 
Obesity by Design (POD) project

https://www.wakesmartstart.org/professionals/supporting/
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goal area 3 “Children who have access to high-quality preschool programs 
are better prepared to enter school and succeed in the future. 
We want to make sure that every child, regardless of financial 
or social barriers, gets off to the best possible start.” 

— Matt Calabria, Chair, Wake County Commissioner, on the creation of  
Wake ThreeSchool.

NEW PROGRAM: WAKE THREESCHOOL

Wake ThreeSchool is a new early learning program for Wake County 
three-year-olds that will provide early education to young children in a 
play-based, dynamic way. 
There is a known gap in early education services between infant-toddler programs and  
public pre-k options for four-year-olds. Until March 2020, the limited funding available for 
pre-k options focused on supporting access to NC Pre-K, a program for four-year-olds. 
Through collaborative efforts, NC Pre-K met its goal to serve 85% of all eligible children in 
Wake County—a historic achievement. This accomplishment paved the way for the creation 
of Wake ThreeSchool, a new, publicly funded, free program to support early learning for 
three-year-olds. 

For its pilot year, Wake ThreeSchool 
will open limited classroom doors 
in Fall 2022. WCSS is among a 
handful of counties in the  
state launching programs for 
three-year-olds; across the  
nation, fewer than five states are 
leaning forward on this need.

Children are healthy and developmentally ready for school.

Read Wake County’s news release announcing the creation  
of Wake ThreeSchool 

Experiences Build Brain Architecture 
This video highlights the importance of early brain development from 
the Center for the Developing Child at Harvard University.

https://www.wakesmartstart.org/families/wake-threeschool/
http://Experiences Build Brain Architecture 
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Children and families are support-
ed by a strong, diverse, connected, 
and integrated early childhood  
system that promotes results.

NC PRE-K

NC Pre-K is a high-quality classroom program to help  
four-year-olds get ready for Kindergarten. 
The fall of 2020 brought the return of in-person teaching, along with masks 
and strict protocols to ensure safety. Many centers also offered a hybrid option 

which delivered a mix of in-person and remote learning. 
Even within the pandemic, children showed significant 
strides in learning.

WCSS manages the Wake Pre-K Collaborative  
consisting of NC Pre-K, Title I, and Head Start.  
These programs work together to fill all public pre-k 
seats, and this collaboration has gained national 
attention as being a model of shared success. In 
May, US Secretary of Education Dr. Miguel Cardona, 
Governor Roy Cooper, and various state and local 
leaders toured the NC Pre-K classrooms at Bright 
Beginnings Child Development Center in Cary. 
When discussing the goal of universal pre-K for 
three and four-year-olds, Secretary Cardona said, 
“North Carolina will be the model.” 

SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING PRE-K PROJECT 

Little Destiny Literacy and Development Center requested support from 
the Social Emotional Learning Pre-K Project to support children’s healthy 
social and emotional well being. Our team provided virtual teacher and 
director meetings, teaching strategies, and virtual classroom visits. We 
regularly assessed progress and discussed additional strategies for both 
classroom and the home. After five months of support, children showed 
better focus for learning, and there were fewer behavior problems. 
Teachers reported a more joyful learning environment for all.

goal area 4

“The strategies went beyond supporting individual children;  
they supported every child enrolled.” 

— Miss Shayla, Social Emotional Learning Project participant from  
Little Destiny Literacy and Child Development Center

Secretary Cardona’s  
Roundtable Remarks > 
Hear Secretary Cardona’s  
roundtable remarks where he 
applauds the collaborative  
successes of Wake Pre-K

GRANTS

In spring 2021, WCSS received two enrichment 
opportunity grants. The first was for family  
engagement and leadership to help lift and 
empower family voice. The second focused on 
expulsions in preschool classrooms and how  
race interplays with this issue. Learnings from 
funded program outcomes and grant work such 
as this help bolster system growth that benefits 
all children.

I Can Be Anything!  
An NC Pre-K graduate  
from Little Destiny  
Literacy and Child  
Development Center  
is kindergarten- 
ready

NC Pre-K served 

1,085 students in 

116 classrooms at 

66 centers and sites 
across Wake County

U.S. Secretary of Education Miguel Cardona visiting 
Bright Beginnings Child Development Center

N.C. Superintendent Catherine Truitt  
with children at Bright Beginnings  
Child Development Center

https://www.wakesmartstart.org/families/apply-to-wake-pre-k/is-my-child-eligible/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qAJiLSJi59s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qAJiLSJi59s
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Donors
ABC Land Inc. II

Richard Adelman, MD

Christine Alvarado

AmazonSmile Foundation

Cynthia Ball and David Aspnes

Phyllis Barbour

Patti Beardsley 

Blue Cross and Blue Shield of 
North Carolina 

Blue Cross Blue Shield of North 
Carolina Foundation

Nancy H Brown

Barbara Morales Burke

Susan Bush

Gary Carr

Cisco

Sharon Clauss

Brittany Coggins

Katherine Compain

Kate and Brian Conklin 

Dale Cousins

Jeffrey and Rosemary Crane

Veronica Creech 

Matthew Crotty

LTeisha Curtis

Lucy C. Daniels

Division of Child Development 
and Early Education

Pam and Robert Dowdy

Heather Drennan

Duke Energy

Duke Energy Foundation

Karen Ferguson

Bob and Karen Fletcher

Matthew Glova

Meagan and Grant Gill

Liz Hamner

Lawrence Haynes 

Katie Hardersen-King

Gayle E. Headen 

Shirley Herndon 

Dorothy Henley

Sherry Heuser

Linda Hickman

Constance Holleman

Leslie Ann and Chris Locascio

Joe John

Nicole Kamunga Mesu

Tonya Kangkolo

Jessica Kuehl

Catherine B. Lassiter

Sharon Loza

Jim and Linda Martin

Ryan McAward

Edward McCarthy

Bryce McClamroch 

Cathy Q. Moore

Jenna & Steve Nelson

NeoGames SA 

North Carolina Department of 
Health and Human Services

North Carolina Partnership for 
Children

Harrison Peatross, Jr.

Antonia Pedroza

Heather Petrovich

Jennifer and Brian Oxford

Thomas Oxholm

RBC Foundation

RBC Wealth Management

Bille Redmond 

John Rex Endowment

Anita Robinson-Christmas

Smedes and Rosemary York

Mariea Ross-Estrada

Camille Schaffer

Susan Scruggs

Kimberly Shaw

Mariah Slade

Heather Smith

Michael K. and Jolene Smith

Target Giving Circle

Charlotte C. Turpin

Olenna Tysiak-Bone

United Way 

Jay Vora

Wake County Government

Michael and Rosemary Wasilick

Chris Weatherly

Angie C. Welsh

Joe R. White

Katherine Williams

Tyrone Williamson

Chris Woodling

Volunteers
A 
Angela Alger-Walker

Dinah Arthur

B 
Krista Barbour

Lisheema Barr 

Scott Bass 

Connie Batten

Linda Bauer 

Alicia Bennett

Leisa Benson

Tammy Blackard Cook

Deanna Bledsoe

Nicole Boone

Nicole Butters

C 
Bridggette Campbell 

Ana Carlos

Joel Carreras

Jessica Carter 

Ana Claros

Anne Clemmons

Gloria Cook

Kellie Cook

Dale Cousins

Sheryl Cromedy

D 
Gladys D’Estefano

Kedeidra Dupree

E 
Ginger Espino

Michelle Ezzell

F 
Maty Ferrer Hoppmann

Jocelyn Friedman 

Wanda Fowler

Toni Fuller

G 
Laura Goulian

Jevonica Greenwood

Jessica Gunn

H 
Allison Hall

Katina Hanks 

Laura Harris

Tamara Harrison 

Holli Hemby

Ana Maria Hernandez

Kyetta Herring 

Michele Hirsh

Latasha Hopkins

Lisa Horton-Burt

Marcia Humphrey

I 
Gaby Iduate

J 
Leslie Ann Jackson

Robin Johnson

K 
Lisa Kelbaugh

Gemimah Kerner 

Sharon Klingenmaier

L 
Shirley Lacy

Mark Langford

Catherine Lassiter

Hilary Leja

Elizabeth Lester

Mashea Lewis-Gould 

Danielle Lyons

M 
Kerry McCarthy-Adams 

Kelli McNeill-Wilhelm

Stephany Mejia

Barbara Morales Burke

N 
Heather Noe

P 
Ruth Pebblies

Wendy Price

R 
Jenna Ramsy

Meghan Rauen 

Karen Ray

Kia Reid 

Monica Richardson

Megan Roberts

Tai Rochelle

Sara Rubin

S 
Stephannie Senegal

LeAnne Simpkins

Mike Smith

Cheryl Stephenson

Stacey Sullivan

T 
Lisa Terry

Christy Thalheimer

Lidia Tiller 

Laura Tirado

Jennifer Tisdale

W 
Willie Webb

Erin Wells

Angie Welsh

Jacqueline Wenzel

Claudette West

Monica Wilfong

Kim Wimberly

Shannon White

Shantel White

Antoinette Williams

Beverly Williams

Y 
Sherry Young

Pre-K team members ready to assist fam-
ilies with enrollment at one of several 
outdoor application events

Wake County Commissioner Sig Hutchin-
son shares the love after receiving a card 
made by an NC Pre-K student during the 
WCSS annual Valentine’s Day campaign
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Wake County Smart Start  
Functional Expenditures
TOTAL $24,568,659

CATHOLIC CHARITIES OF THE DIOCESE OF RALEIGH
• Language is the Key
• School Readiness Services for Hispanic Children & Families

CHILD CARE SERVICES ASSOCIATION
• Advancing School Readiness
• Improving Access to the Early Care and Education System for  
	 Latinx Families

FAMILY RESOURCE CENTER SOUTH ATLANTIC
• Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY)

FIESTA CRISTIANA UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
• Building Family Support

HOPE SERVICES
• Hope at Home

LUCY DANIELS CENTER
• SecurePath

PASSAGE HOME
• REACH

SAFECHILD
• Crianza con Cariño

TRIANGLE AREA PARENTING SUPPORT
• Program for Early Parent Support

WAKE COUNTY HUMAN SERVICES
• Child Care Health Consultant 
• Child Care Subsidy 
• Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP)

WAKE COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOL 
SYSTEM OFFICE OF EARLY LEARNING 
• Parents as Teachers (PAT)

WAKE COUNTY SMART START
• Early Literacy Initiatives
• Improving and Sustaining Quality Child Care
• NC Pre-Kindergarten
• Program Coordination & Evaluation (PCE)
• Systems Improvement and Public Engagement (SIPE)

COLLABORATIVE PROJECTS
WCSS is involved in over 20 collaboratives in Wake County.  
Below are examples of key collaborative engagement by goal 
area: 
Goal 1: Wake Connections Advisory 
Goal 2: Technical Assistance Collaborative 
Goal 3: Wake Pre-K Application Collaborative 
Goal 4: Wake Child Abuse Prevention Plan

SPECIAL INITATIVES
• Farm to Child Care
• �Shape NC: Healthy Starts for Young Children, an Initiative of 

Smart Start and BCBSNC Foundation

Staff
Gayle E. Headen 
Executive Director 
Gwen Adair 
Phyllis Barbour 
Gabrielle Barnard 
Sue Bush
Gary Carr 
Sharon Clauss 
Joan Crutchfield 
Gloria Daniels 
Amanda Flater 
Sasha Gomez 
Jennifer Hoch
Caroline Janes 
Stephanie Jenkins
Kashama Leo-Henry

Alejandra Livas-Dlott
Bryce McClamroch 
Nikki McDougald 
Sabrina McKennies 
Carol Orji 
Maggie Ortiz 
Taty Padilla 
Nancy Peck 
Lynn Policastro 
Denise Rossi 
Alex Setzer 
Gina Soceanu 
Elizabeth Weichel 
Taushau Wilkinson

Partners,  
Programs & 
Projects 

Family Support/
Health and Safety  
$3,782,054 / 15%

Child Care Subsidy 
(through Wake County 
Human Services)  
$4,983,458 / 20%

Administration  
$1,088,488 / 5%

Program 
Coordination and 
Evaluation  
$264,986 / 1%

NC  
PreKindergarten  
$13,963,914 / 57%

Child Care and 
Education Quality  
$485,759 / 2%

WCSS staff gather for the first time since March of 
2020 to mark the end of the Fiscal Year 20-21
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Christine Alvarado  
East Coast Migrant Head Start 
Project 
Maria Cervania  
Wake County Board of 
Commissioners 
Dale Cousins  
Community Volunteer 
Veronica Creech  
City of Raleigh 
L’Teisha Curtis  
Telamon Corp., NC Head Start 
Heather Drennan  
Wake County 
Susan Evans 
Wake County Board of 
Commissioners Alternate
Matthew Glova  
Lifetime Asset Management 
Elizabeth Hamner  
SAS 
Sherry Heuser  
Capability Company 
Jessica Holmes  
Wake County Board of 
Commissioners 
Leslie Ann Jackson  
NC Community Foundation 
Tonya Kangkolo  
Blue Ridge Daycare 

Katie King  
Wake Family Law Group 
Catherine Lassiter  
Wake Technical Community College 
Sharon Loza  
NC Infant-Toddler Program/NC Div. 
of Public Health 
Barbara Morales Burke  
Foundation for Health Leadership 
& Innovation 
Cathy Moore  
Wake County Public School System 
Antonia Pedroza  
Wake County Human Services 
Kimberly Shaw  
A Safe Place Child Enrichment Ctr. 
Kristi Tally  
KD7, Inc. 
Charlotte Turpin  
Community Volunteer 
Michael Wasilick  
Wake County Public Library 
Angie Welsh  
Kaleidoscope Project 
Joe White  
NCSU Libraries 
Katherine Williams  
NC Cooperative Extension/Wake 
County Center 

Board of Directors

The pandemic created challenges we never 
could have imagined. As we end this report,  
we dedicate the year of outcomes to the  
extraordinary people in the field who showed 
up as essential workers do, even as they, too, 
faced pandemic pressures at home and work. 
As one NC Pre-K teacher put it, “I create the  
normal in these unnormal times for children.” 

The dedication of early childhood professionals 
has not surprised us because we know the heart 
of this field. However, we are in awe of efforts 
made by the early childhood sector to “create 
the normal.” We are proud to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with the professionals who serve Wake 
County’s children and families. And as we face 
the future, we are leaning in, leaning forward, 
and will continue to build bright futures together.

Challenges 
Never  

Imagined




