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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In response to a written request from House Education Chairman Delegate Sam Rasoul in May
2024, the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE), in collaboration with the Virginia
Community College System (VCCS), has begun to explore the feasibility and potential impact of
establishing Head Start programming on community college campuses. Co-locating Head Start
on community college campuses may help increase access to high-quality early childhood care
and education and enable the success of low-income parents.

In response to the legislative request, VDOE also ensured stakeholder engagement informed all
findings by conducting a series of regionally targeted engagement sessions with key
constituencies. Participants represented a range of organizations, including community college
administrators, representatives of the Virginia Head Start Association, Head Start grant
recipients, Ready Regions leadership, parents, and other community partners with a vested
interest in Virginia’s early childhood systems and higher education.

Participants both expressed enthusiasm and pointed out complexity inherent in pursuing this
initiative. Participants identified several potential benefits, such as expanding access to high-
quality child care for student-parents, creating stronger workforce pathways for early childhood
professionals, and deepening community partnerships. At the same time, they raised operational,
regulatory, and financial challenges that will require coordinated solutions and strategic
planning.

Preliminary findings suggest that co-locating or integrating Head Start services on community
college campuses could address persistent barriers faced by student-parents including lack of
affordable, high-quality childcare while also supporting workforce development in the early
childhood sector through opportunities for professional development and shared services.
Additionally, challenges related to physical space, licensing requirements, regulatory alignment,
funding, and institutional readiness should be clearly identified and must be carefully and
thoughtfully navigated.

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

Since 2020, Virginia has worked to unify its public-private birth-to-five care and education
system to ensure that all children have the opportunity to enter kindergarten ready. This public-
private parent choice system is comprised of various programs that receive federal, state, or local
funding to provide quality early learning experiences for birth-to-five children. The variety of
choices in public early childhood programs in Virginia allows families to choose the program
that best meets their needs and preferences, with over 65% of families selecting to enroll their
infant, toddler or preschooler in a private setting. All publicly funded programs are required to
participate in VQBS, the statewide measurement and improvement system, to improve teacher-
child interactions, encourage the use of curriculum and ensure that all families have access to
comparable health, safety and quality information about all options.
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Head Start is a federally funded early childhood program that encompasses Head Start Preschool
programs, which primarily serve 3- and 4-year-old children, and Early Head Start programs for
infants, toddlers, and pregnant women. Head Start programs operate in every state, many tribal
nations, and several U.S. territories, including Puerto Rico. Head Start services are delivered to
approximately 13,300 children in Virginia through 49 public-private grant recipients that tailor
the federal program to the local needs of families in their service area. By design, Head Start
serves the most low-income children and families and employs a two-generation approach:

e Supporting children’s growth and development in positive, interactive learning
environments across service areas, to include early learning, health, nutrition, and family
engagement; and

e Supporting families towards self-sufficiency through dual goals of early childhood
development and economic mobility.

Since 1966, Virginia’s Community Colleges have provided thousands of students with the
opportunity to learn and develop the right skills, so lives and communities are strengthened. In
academic year 2024, Virginia’s Community Colleges served more than 232,000 students across
23 schools throughout Virginia'. By design, community colleges serve large populations of
working adults and low-income students, serving as critical engines of workforce development
and economic advancement, particularly for nontraditional students.

Nationally and in Virginia, a significant proportion of community college students are also
parents of young children — in 2020, about one quarter (23%) of Virginia’s community colleges
were parents and, among these, 80% were also working parents?. Additionally, almost half of
these student-parents had income at or below 130% the federal poverty level3, and would
therefore meet the Head Start income eligibility criteria. These students often encounter difficult
decisions regarding choosing to pursue education or ensuring adequate care for their children. A
lack of reliable childcare options in many communities has been cited as a challenge for
community college students nationally*, which has potential to negatively impact student
attendance, retention, and completion rates.

Given that both Head Start and Community Colleges have complementary missions, Delegate
Tran introduced House Bill 984 during the 2024 General Assembly session that passed the
House Education Committee, but did not advance through the House Rules Committee. In
response, House Education Chairman Rasoul submitted a written request to VDOE to lead this
project and assess the feasibility, benefits, and implementation considerations of co-location
models with Head Start programs on community college campuses across the Commonwealth.
Specifically, VDOE and VCCS explored the extent to which co-locating Head Start on
community college campuses could:

! Virginia Community College System. (No Date). Statistics. https://www.vces.edu/statistics/

2 Cameron, M., Lacy, T.A., Siegel, P., Wu, J., Wilson, A., Johnson, R., Burns, R., and Wine, J. (2021). 2019-20
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:20): First Look at the Impact of the Coronavirus (COVID-19)
Pandemic on Undergraduate Student Enrollment, Housing, and Finances (Preliminary Data) (NCES 2021-456). U.S.
Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved [date] from
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2021456.

* Ibid.

4 Ibid.
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e Improve access to early childhood services for student-parents;

e Expansion of slots for low-income parents pursuing greater self-sufficiency through
existing infrastructure;

e Strengthen pathways into the early childhood workforce through alignment of academic
programs with Head Start employment opportunities; and

e Promote of innovative partnerships between early learning programs and institutions of
higher education.

The Kids on Campus Initiative is a partnership model led by the National Head Start Association
in partnership with the Association of Community College Trustees. The goal is to continue
expansion during the five-year project period for this initiative and establish partnerships with 75
community colleges across the United States.

PROJECT STEPS

VDOE, in partnership with VCCS, conducted a multi-step process to produce this report. First,
VDOE reviewed relevant, publicly available data and information on Virginia’s early childhood
and higher education landscape. Second, VDOE, along with VCCS, partnered with the Virginia
Early Childhood Foundation, Ready Regions, and local Head Start grant recipient staff to recruit
and engage stakeholders. The team conducted stakeholder engagement sessions to explore
feasibility and potential impact of expanding Head Start’s presence on community college
campuses across the Commonwealth. Finally, VDOE summarized all findings, identifying key
themes and challenges.

Partnership Development

VDOE facilitated a partnership with VCCS through conversations with VCCS leadership in
February 2025. These conversations focused on aligning on project plans and developing a
strategy for recruitment. VCCS then provided instrumental support in connecting the project
team to the point(s) of contact at each of the 23 community colleges who were best suited to
engage on this project.

The Virginia Early Childhood Foundation and Ready Region staff also provided support in
reaching stakeholders, both by participating in engagement sessions, and also by providing
connection to Family Engagement Councils and encouraging parents to participate.

Head Start grant recipient leaders extended invitations to currently enrolled families, with a

particular focus on including parents and caregivers who are student-parents to help center
family voice for this project.

Stakeholder Engagement

The project team conducted stakeholder engagement recruitment primarily via email in March
and April 2025. Potential participants were contacted in groups based on their organization and
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geographic location. Stakeholders from the following organizations and roles were offered the
opportunity to participate:

e Community College Leadership

Virginia Head Start Association

Head Start Grant Recipient Directors/Program Staff

Ready Region Leadership

Lead Agency Representative from VDOE

Other Community-Based Partners

Parents (contacted either through Ready Region Family Councils or by Head Start
program staft)

The full list of participants is included in Appendix A. Four VDOE staff members hosted four,
semi-structured stakeholder engagement sessions virtually (via video conference) in April 2025.
Each session lasted roughly 90 minutes and engaged between 9 and 18 participants; a total of 54
participants were in attendance across the four sessions. Participants were informed that each
session would be recorded to ensure accuracy but would remain confidential.

The first three sessions engaged participants based on geography, with each session involving
participants from three Ready Regions (e.g., Session 1 included Ready Regions 1, 2, and 3, etc.).
The fourth session was designed to focus on parent participants but was also open to any
participants who were unable to attend their regionally focused session.

Each session began with the VDOE team sharing key background information including a
project overview, general information on Head Start and the Kids on Campus initiative, lessons
learned from other states, key data points regarding Virginia’s context for community colleges
and need for childcare, and an overview of the collaboration involving Head Start services
offered on the New River Community College campus (run by the New River Community
Action Head Start Program).

The VDOE team then presented the group discussion questions focused on potential benefits,
potential challenges, and additional questions related to expanding Head Start on community
colleges in their local areas. In addition to these standard questions, the project team allowed the
participants to “take the lead” on the sequencing of the discussion.

Following each session, the VDOE team offered an additional opportunity to share thoughts and
opinions via an online survey. This allowed participants to provide feedback following
reflection, and/or as an alternative to providing verbal feedback. The team then consolidated and
discussed these notes and written feedback and established key themes.

All sections of this report have been reviewed by all team members for accuracy and
comprehensiveness.
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POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES AND IDENTIFIED CHALLENGES

Overall, parents and providers expressed interest in leveraging Head Start partnerships as a
strategy for expanding access to childcare on community college campuses across Virginia.
Although many noted the potential substantial opportunities and benefits to both students and
colleges, challenges were also expressed.

Potential Opportunities

Co-Location of Services

Among the most-noted opportunities inherent in a Head Start-Community College partnership
was the potential for co-location of services. Especially in areas considered “childcare deserts” —
where there is an inadequate supply of childcare — student-parents may currently need to drive
long distances between their current childcare provider location and their community college
campus. Co-locating their childcare services with their community college would therefore save
time and resources associated with transportation. Providing an on-campus childcare option was
also noted among community college representatives as a “selling point” for community
colleges’ recruitment and retention of student-parents.

Career Development Opportunities for Students and Head Start Staff

Related, the co-location of a childcare facility on campus could also serve to benefit students in a
variety of programs requiring practicum as part of degree requirements. For instance, students in
early education programs could use training hours directly working with children within the
classroom, while students in nursing or dental programs could periodically provide services (e.g.,
checking vitals, dental checks) to gain valuable work experience. At the same time, Head Start
educators could also benefit from being on-campus, where there may be opportunities for
attending classes or trainings leading to a degree or special certifications.

Shared Resources

Given community college campuses already include facilities supporting a wide range of
educational activities, they tend to be equipped with infrastructure and services which could be
of-benefit to Head Start providers if provided space on campus. A Head Start leader in one
session specifically highlighted that the space provided by a community college itself could be a
great way to fulfill the non-federal share of money (or “in kind” services) required of Head Start
grant recipients. Another Head Start leader stated that the college partner they partner with
provides phone and internet service and allows meeting rooms to be used for training and other
necessary meetings.

Family Support

Community college leaders and parents in three sessions highlighted that many student-parents
need childcare, and that lack of childcare is a barrier to attending classes and furthering
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education. This is a particularly salient issue in rural communities, where childcare options are
often scarce, and among low-income student-parents who may not be able to afford care even if
it were available. As mentioned previously, according to Virginia statistics, lower-income
student-parents are over-represented at community colleges relative to four-year institutions. The
scarcity and high cost of childcare may therefore require many families to forego, or at least
delay, obtaining more education which could set them on a trajectory for self-sufficiency and
economic success. The Head Start program works in partnership with families to set
individualized goals that promote self-sufficiency, including advancing educational
opportunities; Head Start is therefore well-situated to support student-parents in their educational
endeavors to improve their chances for academic success.

Identified Challenges

Several anticipated challenges were raised by participants, and many pertained to concerns
regarding navigating how to share physical and monetary resources, negotiate multiple
regulatory requirements, and coordinate logistics.

Facilities and Licensing Requirements

Multiple leadership representatives from various community colleges expressed that their
campuses are currently struggling with physical space constraints, even for running their typical
operations. As such, they questioned the feasibility of providing space for child care and Head
Start operations. Moreover, even if they were to identify unused space, concern was expressed
regarding whether the space would meet the licensing and Head Start requirements for a child
care facility. Maintaining such licensure was anticipated to be a challenge in light of other
college operations-related demands and regulations for the surrounding space.

Schedule Coordination

Scheduling coordination and constraints were also a concern. First, traditional Head Start hours
may not cover a full workday or school-day for a parent, which then necessitates the use of wrap-
around care and services. Additionally, many community college students have non-traditional
course schedules (e.g., evening classes) which do not overlap with a traditional Head Start
schedule. Beyond coordinating weekly schedules, Head Start typically operates only during a
9.5-month school year, leaving families to establish a different care arrangement during the
summer.

Funding and Sustainability

While braiding or layering funding from multiple programs can be a viable strategy for
strengthening and supplementing the services each individual program provides, instability or
shortages in any funding streams involved can weaken the programs. Several participants raised
concerns regarding the reliability of future funds available to support Head Start expansion and
suggested that college leadership may be reticent to make up-front investments and work to
develop partnerships amid this uncertainty.
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Institutional Capacity

Given that community colleges work with finite institutional funds, some participants expressed
doubt that their college would have funding and personnel available to establish or sustain child
care facilities on campus. This limitation would pertain to investments required to retrofit space
in the first place, as well as personnel requirements that may arise from hosting a new type of
operations on campus (e.g., custodial or facilities staff, human resources).

Compliance and Dual Regulations

Implementing Head Start programs on community college campuses presents a thoughtful yet
complex opportunity that must account for compliance with dual sets of regulations-federal Head
Start Program Performance Standards and institutional policies within higher education settings.
Each system operates under distinct frameworks, timelines, and operational requirements.
Navigating these differences will require intentional coordination, clear communication, and a
shared commitment to maintaining program integrity while fostering innovative partnerships.
Successful alignment of these regulatory frameworks will be essential to ensure that the unique
strengths of both systems are honored and that high-quality services are delivered consistently
for children and families.

Promising Strategies

A set of promising strategies emerged to address the challenges identified through the
background analysis and stakeholder engagement — particularly those related to regulatory
alignment, space availability and funding sustainability.

Formal Partnership Agreements

Participants with prior experience engaging in childcare located on community college campuses
expressed that establishing Memoranda of Understanding or formal interagency agreements
between Head Start programs and community colleges is critical for clarifying roles,
responsibilities, and compliance expectations across systems. These agreements can outline
procedures for regulatory compliance, communication protocols, use of shared space, and
governance structures to ensure that both entities are aligned in their operations.

Technical Assistance

To navigate the complexities of dual compliance with the Head Start Program Performance
Standards and institutional polices among community colleges, a dedicated technical assistance
framework could be developed. This may include regulatory guidance documents, cross-agency
workgroups, and consultation services to support local planning teams. Alignment of operational
timelines, staffing structures, and safety protocols will require collaborative problem-solving and
flexible implementation models.
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Facilities Planning and Space Modifications

Given the state licensing health and safety requirements for child care facilities, community
college campuses will need to assess the suitability of available spaces. A detailed facilities
inventory to include layout, accessibility, and existing infrastructure should be developed to
support decision making and ensure consistent appearance, branding, and maintenance. Funding
opportunities such as state or local capital improvement plans may be leveraged to support
renovations or adaptations.

Some stakeholder engagement participants provided examples of innovative strategies utilized to
overcome concerns regarding adequate space for child care. On one community college campus,
a child care facility is operating out of a modular building — on campus but not taking up space in
any of the pre-existing buildings. On another campus, a child care facility was once started by
repurposing the old bowling alley in the student union building, demonstrating that some
campuses have applied innovative thinking to solve their problems with space constraints.

Shared Service Models

Implementation of shared services across both systems can help reduce duplication of costs and
strengthen the delivery of comprehensive services. Opportunities include any shared professional
development for early childhood education students and Head Start staff, joint use of health and
mental health consultants, coordinated family engagement events, and referral processes for
student-parents. These collaborations can help enhance efficiency and relationship building.

Program Design and Scheduling

Head Start programs may need to consider more locally designed options to allow for flexibility
in scheduling to align with the community colleges academic calendars and support student-
parent needs. This could include extended day programming, wraparound care, or year-round
services. Coordination with college leadership will be essential to ensure there is alignment
between class schedules, child care availability, and campus operating hours.

Funding Sustainability

Strategies to address financial sustainability challenges could include identifying braided funding
models that blend Head Start federal funds with campus-based child care subsidies, philanthropic
contributions, and workforce development grants. Pilot funding or startup grants may also help
cover initial implementation costs, while cost-sharing models detailed in partnership agreements
can potentially support the ongoing operation of co-located services.

The braiding and blending of different funding sources was also suggested as a strategy to
address the challenge of Head Start schedules being too brief or narrow to fit student-parents’
needs — e.g., other subsidized or public program funding could supplement and/or to extend the
hours and months of education, care, and supervision.
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Family Voice and Choice

Ongoing engagement of families, especially student parents, is vital to the success of this project.
It is important that parents have high-quality options for child care so that they may choose an
option which best suits their needs. Mechanisms such as the Head Start policy council, feedback
loops, and listening sessions can ensure the program design remains responsive to the evolving
needs of those it intends to serve. Head Start’s emphasis on goal setting and parent advocacy can
serve as the foundation for empowering families through the planning and implementation
process.

CONCLUSION

In response to a legislative request, the VDOE and VCCS partnered to engage public-private
partners across the state in thoughtful discussion about how to better serve low-income student-
parents on community college campus. Through this cross-sector stakeholder engagement within
the early childhood, higher education and community systems, VDOE and VCCS have helped
identify various opportunities and challenges. In addition, they have identified promising
strategies to address the complexities of regulatory compliance, shared facilities, funding
sustainability, and institutional alignment.

Significant challenges remain, however, including navigating health and safety requirements,
ensuring sustainable funding, and alignment of governance structures. While complex, these
barriers are not insurmountable with coordinated leadership, strong community partnerships, and
a shared commitment to continue to meet the needs of families regardless of their circumstances.
As Virginia continues to strengthen its unified public-private early childhood care and education
system, innovative approaches such as this one should be considered to help ensure that all
Virginia children have the opportunity to enter kindergarten ready.
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APPENDIX A: STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT SESSION

PARTICIPANTS

Type

Organization Name

Community College

Blue Ridge Community College

Brightpoint Community College

Danville Community College

Germanna Community College

Laurel Ridge Community College

Mountain Empire Community College

New River Community College

Paul D. Camp Community College

Rappahannock Community College

Tidewater Community College

Virginia Western Community College

Wytheville Community College

Head Start Grant Recipient

Alexandria City Department of Community and Human Services

Clinch Valley Community Action

Eastern Shore AAA/CAA Head Start

Fairfax County Early Childhood Programs and Services

Fredericksburg City Public Schools

Hampton Roads Community Action Program

Loudoun County Public Schools Head Start Program

Mile High Kids Community Development

New River Community Action

Shenandoah Valley Head Start & Early Head Start

Spotsylvania County Public Schools

STEPS Head Start and Childcare

Tri-County Community Action Agency

York County Head Start

Parent

Circle of Parents with Family Forwards of Virginia

Family Council at Thrive Birth to Five

Community Partner

Center for Early Success

FirstSpark

Foundation First

Minus to 5 at Virginia Health Sciences at ODU

Ready Region Blue Ridge

Ready Region Capital

Ready Region Chesapeake Bay

Appendix A, Continued.
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Community Partners Ready Region North Central
(continued) Ready Region Southeastern
Ready Region Southside
Ready Region Southwest

Ready Region West

Thrive Birth to Five

United Way of Blue Ridge

United Way of Greater Charlottesville
Virginia Head Start Association
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APPENDIX B: DELEGATE RASOUL REQUEST LETTER TO
VDOE

A written request (included below) was submitted by Delegate Sam Rasoul (House Education
Chair) to the Virginia Department of Education to provide recommendations on expanding the
availability of Head Start programs at community.
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COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA

HOUSE OF DELEGATES
RICHMOND

COMMITTEE ASSIGNMENTS
POST OFFICE BOX | 3842 EDUCATION (CHAIR)
ROANOKE, VA 24037 APPROPRIATIONS
PUBLIC SAFETY
THIRTY-EIGHTH DISTRICT
May 31, 2024
Lisa Coons
Superintendent of Public Instruction
Post Office Box 2120

Richmond, VA 23218
Dear Dr. Coons:

Delegate Kathy Tran introduced House Bill 984 to direct the Department of Education and
Virginia Community College System to provide recommendations on expanding the availability of
Head Start programs at community colleges. While the bill passed the House Education
Committee, it did not pass the House Rules Committee.

I would like to request the Early Childhood Advisory Committee to evaluate and provide a report
with recommendations on expanding the availability of Head Start programs at Virginia’s
community colleges. The work group should submit a report of its recommendations to the Chair of
the House Education Committee and Delegate Tran by October 1, 2024.

The report should include lessons learned from the Head Start Centers at New River
Community College and Southwest Virginia Community College. Additionally, the Committee
should address how Virginia may leverage opportunities through the partnership model established
last year between the National Head Start Association and the Association of Community College
Trustees aimed at putting more Head Start families on community college campuses.

Stakeholder input would be invaluable to this study, including from representatives of the
Virginia Department of Education, the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia, the Virginia
Community College System, the Virginia Head Start Association, child care advocacy groups,
early childhood care and education programs, and other relevant stakeholders.

Thank you for your vital input and assistance. Please contact my office if you have any
questions or need any assistance.

Sincerely,

Aﬂos/(

Delegate Sam Rasoul
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Chair, House Education
Committee CC: Delegate Kathy
K.L. Tran

The Honorable Aimee Rogstad Guidera
Secretary of Education
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