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n an overcast March morning, a
dozen preschool children rush
out through the doors of a former
elementary school in downtown
Carpinteria, Calif. The air suddenly fills with bursts of Spanish and English as a pair of teachers pull back tarps and
haul buckets of toys. Unprompted, two little
boys carry out a sand table for themselves,
plopping it down several feet away. For the
next several hours these teachers and children will play, nap, eat, and rest outdoors.
Welcome to the outdoor classroom area
of CAC Main, a nationally accredited Head
Start preschool run by Santa Barbara County’s Community Action Commission. CAC
Main is just one of the child-care centers in
Santa Barbara County affected by The Orfalea Fund’s work in this area, which is overseen
by Adrianna Foss, director of Early Childhood Education. The Outdoor Classroom
Project sprang from research showing the
profound impact of high-quality outdoor environments on every aspect of a young child’s
cognitive, social, and physical development.
“Many children come from families that
are very confined—there might be multiple
families living in a single home,” says Theresa Embry, Outdoor Classroom Project coordinator. “They don’t have the ability to move
around and to play. But physical activity is
such an important thing for kids at this age.
Young children need to be able to move.”
The Outdoor Classroom Project is just
one component of the fund’s multifaceted
approach to early childhood education,
which has contributed to Santa Barbara
County preschools’ achieving high-quality
accreditation at eight times the California
average rate. Barbara Andersen, director
of strategic partnerships, spoke with Foss
about building an engaged early care community, leadership development, and why
the fund launched its own initiatives to
change the culture of early childhood education in Santa Barbara County.
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Adrianna Foss

Barbara Andersen: The anxiety experienced by parents selecting an affordable,
high-quality center with an available space
can often feel insurmountable. In Santa
Barbara County, The Orfalea Fund and First
5 of Santa Barbara County have worked together for more than a decade to address
these concerns and fundamentally improve
early childhood education leadership and
practices. Based on accreditation statistics,
it looks as though progress has been made.
Adrianna Foss: We transformed the ECE
[early childhood education] sector in Santa
Barbara County by valuing, recognizing, and
supporting a sector that is underpaid and
under-resourced, and isn’t given as much respect as it deserves. For the last 15 years, all
the brain research has told us how important
the early years are, but I don’t think people’s
attitudes have caught up with the research to
appreciate how important these preschool
teachers and directors are to the well-being
and long-term trajectory of the young children in their care.
Andersen: In most families, all of the adults
work. Less than one-third of children have a

full-time, stay-at-home parent. As a result,
almost one-quarter of children under the
age of 5 are in some form of organized childcare program, which includes preschools,
Head Start, California State Preschool, and
private and nonprofit programs.1 These
centers affect a huge swath of our society.
Foss: Absolutely. Our fund’s ECE efforts
support the development of a healthy
whole-child vision, in which play and socialemotional development are not sacrificed
for early academic programming. In Santa
Barbara County, there are more than 150
early education centers, where thousands
of kids spend 6 to 12 hours a day. These centers hold a key to the healthy development
of our children, so we crafted an integrated
strategy that included three main components: first, teacher and director education
and professional development; second,
national early childhood education quality
accreditation; and third, whole-child programs including the Outdoor Classroom
Project and the Preschool Food & Healthy
Habits Initiative.
Teacher and Director
Development

Andersen: A recent study showed that early childhood educators’ low wages resulted
in workers feeling demoralized and lacking
motivation to advance their careers.2 The
fund’s earliest forays into ECE set out to address this situation, didn’t they?
Foss: That was a direct carry-over from
our business experience. Paul and Natalie
Orfalea, and several of us here at the fund,
spent our early careers at Kinko’s, where
there was always an emphasis on valuing
the frontline coworker. A lot of people talk
about empowering others, but it’s really important to understand that the people we’re
talking about, whether they are frontline
retail coworkers or preschool teachers, already have enormous power. They hold the
future of our customers or our children in
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their hands. They don’t need empowerment
nearly as much as they need appreciation
and attention. They need leadership development to make the most of the power they
already have.
Andersen: Was that the impetus for the
Center Director Retreats?
Foss: Yes. We saw that ECE directors were
a lot like Kinko’s managers, in that they
faced common challenges but lacked opportunities to network and share ideas. We
based the ECE Center Directors Retreat on
the Kinko’s Picnic, an annual gathering of
the tribe with educational opportunities, a
trade show, and ample time for personal interaction and sharing of best practices.
The retreat was a three-day event for the
directors and teachers of child development
and early care education centers in Santa
Barbara County. The purpose was to provide cutting-edge education, inspiration,
networking opportunities, and tools. We always did a tour of two or three local centers,
so that rather than just talking about quality practices, we could actually see and borrow ideas from other high-quality centers.
We also encouraged two people from each
center to attend, rather than the director
alone, to improve accountability for implementing what was learned, and because we
wanted every center to think about leadership development and bench strength.
Andersen: These annual gatherings began
to feel like family reunions. Many of the
same directors and teachers attended year
after year. Would you say these personal
connections helped create a tight and active
ECE sector in Santa Barbara County?
Foss: Absolutely. And that’s essential because one thing that I always try to focus on
is making our work transformational. We’re
trying to change not just the activities peo-

ple do, but who they are when they’re with
children, how they present themselves, and
what view they have of their role in the lives
of the children and the families in their centers. We knew from the beginning that we
wouldn’t always be there, so we needed the
ECE community to be ready to lead itself.
Andersen: The fund hosted ten annual retreats, but now it takes a different approach.
Foss: The retreat evolved into the Directors
Leadership Series, through a partnership
with the Santa Barbara County Child Care
Planning Council. Instead of bringing everyone together for three or four days annually, we meet with them quarterly and make
it a more sustainable, ongoing professional
development opportunity. That’s where the
ECE community comes together and shares
best practices now.
Andersen: Of course, the ultimate goal is
to improve outcomes for the children and
families that these programs serve.
Foss: The Center Director Retreats and the
Directors Leadership Series have facilitated
relationship building over 13 years. We believe this investment in ECE professionals
has contributed significantly to our region’s
success. As a foundation with entrepreneurial roots, we hosted the retreats at upscale
hotels and really pampered the attendees,
because, as I said before, they already had
great influence, but they lacked appreciation and connection.
National Quality Accreditation

Andersen: Improving center quality has
been an overarching goal for the fund. Why
have you chosen to focus on accreditation as
a measurement of quality?
Foss: Everything we do in ECE is related to
center quality in one way or another, because
center quality significantly influences chil-

Early Childhood Education Accreditation
Number of CenterBased Accredited and
Licensed Programs1
Santa Barbara County
California
United States

Number of CenterBased Licensed
Programs4

Percent Accredited
Programs

48

151 5

32%

518 2

12,350 6

4%

6,879 3

114,000 7

6%

1 - National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) website as of Jan. 9, 2015. 2 - NAEYC website: search California. 3 - NAEYC website: search
of summary of accredited programs minus international military programs. 4 - California Community Care Licensing website. 5 - California Department of Social
Services. 6 - California Department of Social Services. 7 - Child Care in America: 2014 State Fact Sheets. 114,000 estimate based on data provided by Child Care
Resource and Referral Agencies for Child Care Aware of America’s 2014 State Fact Sheet Survey. Data reflects the 2013 calendar year.
NOTE: Due to the variability in the dates of available information, and the way licensed and accredited programs are counted, these numbers are not exact, but do
reflect the best data available at the time.

dren’s life outcomes. The NAEYC [National
Association for the Education of Young
Children] accreditation is a professional,
voluntary self-study process through which
programs demonstrate that they meet ten
national standards of excellence and quality.
We partner with First 5 Santa Barbara
County3 to provide support services to
center-based programs seeking national accreditation. The fund believes that the process of earning accreditation helps centers
to pursue quality improvements beyond
those measured by NAEYC.
First 5 took on responsibility for visits,
training, and technical assistance, under
the banner of the Accreditation Facilitation
Project, providing a variety of services to
improve the quality of early care and move
programs toward successful accreditation.
Tactics include on-site technical assistance,
learning communities, financial incentives
to cover materials fees, and opportunities
for professional development and higher
education scholarships.
Andersen: The results are impressive.
Foss: The number of accredited centers in
Santa Barbara County rose from six in 2004
to 48 in 2015, with several more in the candidacy process. Today, 32 percent of centers
are accredited, up from 25 percent in 2014.
The rate of accreditation in Santa Barbara
County is now five times the national rate
and eight times the state rate. The fund considers this a significant win for children and
families in Santa Barbara County.
Outdoor Classroom Project

Andersen: The fund also launched its own
ECE initiatives, ostensibly focused on outdoor activity and food practices, but your
colleague Eric Nelson of the Child Educational Center refers to them as stealth quality initiatives.
Foss: Since 2009, we have worked with
more than 83 percent of the early education
centers in Santa Barbara County through
the Outdoor Classroom Project to create
outdoor learning environments and programming that supports the development
of the whole child. In 2011, we began work
with the ECE community to implement the
Preschool Food & Healthy Habits Initiative
to support ECE programs to become centers of wellness for children and families
across the county. Both of these initiatives
are aligned in their outcomes to advance soThe Power of Philanthropic Partnerships / Fall 2015
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cial, emotional, physical, and cognitive development during the most critical years of
a child’s growth. The case for academic programs is assumed in our highly competitive
society, but the case for play, healthy food,
and so-called soft skills has to be made again
and again, as if we didn’t have 60,000 years
of evidence on hand.
Andersen: Why did the fund make it a priority to promote the philosophy and practice of outdoor programming and environments for young children?
Foss: The Outdoor Classroom Project is a
mechanism for confronting the seven challenges to the health and well-being of children in the 21st century: lack of exercise;
preoccupation with electronic media; lack
of play time outside; isolation from, and
fear of, nature; lack of interest in and understanding of our world, including nature and
human impact on it; current trends toward
a one-dimensional approach to ECE; and
epidemic use of behavior-modifying drugs
on children.
The goals of the project are to increase
the quantity, quality, and benefit of outdoor
experience for young children in Santa
Barbara County early care and education
centers; to provide for increased physical
activity, hands-on learning, social skill development, peer interaction, and multifaceted approaches to cognitive development
that maximize children’s success; and to educate early care and education professionals on the value of outdoor environments
and activities, and assist them in cultivating
both at their individual sites.
Young children especially need quality
outdoor environments full of nature, beauty, and real materials, not concrete and plastic. While high-quality environments do not
have to be high-cost environments, they do
send a very clear message about how much
we value our children.
Andersen: In practice, you saw that the
Outdoor Classroom Project improved not
only the quality of outdoor environments
and programs, but the entire functioning of
an ECE center.
Foss: It’s all connected. The engagement
and communication skills that teachers
learn, along with activity facilitation and
support, transfer into everything that a
teacher does. Children’s learning and skill
development improve overall.
10
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Andersen: Eric Nelson and the Child Educational Center had already established the
Outdoor Classroom Project in Los Angeles.
Was it difficult to re-create that success in
Santa Barbara?
Foss: It required thoughtful execution,
but having Eric’s experience and working
model made it easier. Creating enthusiasm
for the Outdoor Classroom Project was
critical to the initiative’s long-term success. The project conducted two orientation workshops, followed by two introductory workshops that were highly effective in
generating interest in on-site consultation
and teacher training events. The first year,
requests focused almost exclusively on site
consultations for play yard assessment and
redevelopment. The Outdoor Classroom
Project responded with consulting visits
and by offering its next training on an environment-related subject—gardens and
gardening.
Andersen: How do we know that these environments have a positive impact on young
children?
Foss: New research, published in 2014 by
the Children, Youth and Environments Center at the University of Colorado, Boulder,
examined the extent to which high-quality
outdoor environments enhanced child outcomes. One of Santa Barbara County’s Outdoor Classroom sites was included in the
research. The study’s findings found that
nature-based education enhanced the children’s learning and increased their physical
and mental well-being.
Food and Healthy Habits

Andersen: How did the Outdoor Classroom Project come to be a part of the Preschool Food & Healthy Habits initiative?
Foss: Back in 2007, the fund had launched
its School Food Initiative to help public
schools transform into centers of health
and wellness. Because of the Outdoor Classroom Project we were spending a lot of
time in preschools and we saw that the food
some were serving was awful—chocolate
milk, graham crackers, goldfish. It makes
my blood sugar go high just thinking about
it. If you consider there can be up to twenty
students in a class, and each birthday could
be celebrated with cake—well, there are
many ways to let a child feel special that are
not dependent on sugar and frosting. We
realized that with the Outdoor Classroom

Project, we had developed really amazing relationships with the centers. We had
created this delivery vehicle through our
trainings, visits, and consulting—and we
could put a different set of content through
that same pipeline. Food quality and food
practices came up as the priority because
they were obviously important but no one
else was focusing on them. So we launched
Preschool Food & Healthy Habits, which includes gardens and outdoor environments,
as well as healthy food practices, hydration,
and things like that. In its first two years, the
initiative reached 90 centers. Again, it’s not
just a child’s brain that comes to school—it’s
the whole child.
Andersen: How have centers changed as a
result of that work?
Foss: Since our baseline measures in 2011,
the most significant changes have been
in two key areas. The first is that the food
served in centers is of a much higher quality. For example, it is minimally processed,
whole, with no added sugar. And these standards are written into the programs’ policies and communicated to parents. Food
quality standards at centers have risen 55 to
66 percent since our baseline measures. A
second area of major impact is that families
are serving more healthful food and spending more time outdoors with their young
children. These measures are up 40 to 42
percent across the county.
Andersen: Do you expect other communities to replicate Santa Barbara County’s successes in ECE?
Foss: We certainly hope that our experience
will add to the ever-growing body of knowledge, and that others will adapt, expand,
and improve on our methods. By the end of
2015, our website will include an overview
of our programs, detailing the challenges we
set out to meet, the approach we took at the
start, adaptations we made along the way,
impact achieved, and continuity plans for
moving the work forward. The site will also
include a repository of tools, from theories
of change to evaluation matrixes.
But the continuity of the work really
comes from the outdoor classroom demonstration sites, the ongoing Directors Leadership Series, the new food and activity
policies in place at centers, and most of all,
from the way directors and teachers have
embraced new ways of thinking about qual-
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ity in early childhood education and how to
deliver it.
Over the years, we’ve seen a big focus on
academics in preschools as a result of No
Child Left Behind, and one of our values is
to provide a balance to that approach, and
remind parents and centers that play is the
work of childhood, and that’s where learning occurs. We have helped teachers and
directors articulate this philosophy and
feel validated that it’s the right direction,

because they know it from their work with
children every day.
People reading this article already understand the importance of early childhood
education, and most probably already agree
that a whole-child approach pays long-term
benefits. But what we know only matters to
the extent that it becomes what we do. We
hope our work on center quality, accreditation, and whole-child initiatives provides a
helpful roadmap for people ready to act. 6

N ot e s

1 Sarah Jane Glynn, “Child Care Fact Sheet: Families Need More Help to Care for their Children,”
Center for American Progress, August 16, 2012.
2 Daniella Miletic, “Childcare Workers Undervalued
and Underpaid, Victorian Study Reveals,” The Age,
April 7, 2014.
3 First 5 Santa Barbara County Children and Families Commission was established when California
voters passed Proposition 10 in 1998. Proposition
10 added a 50 cent tax on tobacco products, with
revenues to be used to promote the healthy development of children prenatal through age 5.

Early Lessons Propel a Movement
❂ By Susie Buffett

W

hen I was growing up in the 1960s, my mother was not
doing what most other women her age were doing. She
was volunteering in the north side of Omaha, Neb., a
tough but resilient part of town, helping to start Head Start, Girls,
Inc., and several other ventures. Doing this, my mother (also
named Susan) got to know people from all walks of life. She also
gained a greater appreciation for the hand many are dealt. From
her, I learned that getting to know people—their hopes, their
dreams—makes you a better neighbor and, certainly, a better
partner in co-creating solutions to complex social problems.
The challenges we face are daunting. Omaha’s poorest babies
live in pockets of high crime and concentrated poverty that rival
similar areas in Detroit or Chicago. In fact, the percentage of
African-American children living in poverty in Omaha is the highest in the United States, topping nearly 60 percent. The national
challenges are equally dire: Poverty is worsening; about half of
all US births are now paid for by Medicaid; and, for the first time
in at least 50 years, more than half of the students in America’s
public schools are eligible for free or reduced-price lunches.
We can do better. Investing wisely in the first five years of
life matters—big time. Furthermore, planting deep roots in the
community, forming strong partnerships, and working effectively together has never been more necessary.
Over the past decade, I have learned a lot about planting roots
and building strong partnerships through our work with Educare.
Supported by hundreds of partners across the country, Educare is
a network of 21 high-performing, well-evaluated schools serving
more than 3,200 vulnerable babies, toddlers, preschoolers, and
their families in 13 US states plus the District of Columbia.
Each Educare is locally owned and operated by a publicprivate partnership involving Head Start, Early Head Start, school
leaders, parents, philanthropists, and others. Each Educare provides full-day, year-round, high-quality education and care. Seven
years of consistent research findings show that Educare is a new
proof point for the argument that starting early with strong beginnings can—and does—change life trajectories. What’s more,
Susie Buffett is chair of the Buffett Early Childhood Fund. Over the past 10 years, the
foundation has invested more than $225 million in public education where America is most
underinvested: the first five years of life and learning.

Educare is a catalyst for broader change, now reaching thousands
of additional children and families by reshaping effective practices
and policies at the community, state, and federal levels.
Educare, in fact, is an exemplar in the growing national movement to change how America thinks and acts when it comes to
early education. And interestingly, our work suggests a striking
lesson: The traits it takes to be a good partner in community work
are the same social skills young children should learn as they grow
and develop. Those include:
Curiosity: learning to delight in discovery
Confidence: knowing you are capable of accomplishment
■ Communication: cultivating the ability to express what you think
and what you want in clear, compelling, and respectful ways
■ Persistence: forging your ability to “stick to it,” especially when
the going gets tough—and the going almost always gets tough
■ Cooperation and Empathy: developing the ability to see, know,
understand, and interact well with others
■ Self-Awareness, Self-Control, Self-Regulation, and Reflection:
honing your ability to wait your turn, manage frustration, and
respond in measured ways
■ Thankfulness: feeling and expressing gratitude
■
■

In very young children, these early skills are building blocks for
later success in school, work, and life. Among adults partnering in
communities and working collectively to propel a national movement, these skills are essential. And you know what? These are
skills I remember my mom displaying. She passed away in 2004,
at about the time our early childhood work was just taking root.
The day she died, our friends and colleagues at the local Girls, Inc.
in Omaha were building a new playground on their athletic field.
As word spread of my mother’s passing, all of these little old
ladies from the neighborhood began arriving at the playground,
carrying plates of food—neck bones and gravy, macaroni and
cheese, brisket—to give to “Ms. Susie’s family.” They came from
throughout the community. All of these women. All of this food.
And what they really were offering was their love.
That was a testament to my mom—and the kind of partner
she tried to be in north Omaha. And it’s a testament to the kind of
neighbor—and champion—each of us has the potential to be. 6
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About The Orfalea Fund
In the past decade and a half, Santa Barbara County dramatically
transformed its approach to early childhood education, public
school nutrition, and disaster readiness. Established in 2003 and
sunsetting at the end of 2015, The Orfalea Fund, administered by
the Orfalea Foundation, has played a role in this transformation by
supporting and conducting innovative programs, bringing together
dedicated partners to discover and execute best practices, and
helping the community’s families, educators, and policymakers raise
their expectations for what is possible. As the fund sunsets, some
of the most salient lessons we learned can be found at
www.OrfaleaFoundation.org

This supplement was produced by the Stanford Social Innovation Review
and sponsored by The Orfalea Fund.

