
Smart from the Start (“Smart”) is a family support, community engagement 
and school readiness initiative whose mission is to prevent the achievement gap  
among children living in Boston’s lowest income, most underserved communities.  
Smart from the Start expands and strengthens early learning opportunities  
for children birth to age five, promotes parents’ role as their children’s first  
teachers, and builds neighborhood will, understanding, and capacity to support 
school readiness. Smart from the Start’s strengths-based approach reaches 
out to the city’s most vulnerable families and empowers them with the tools, 
resources and support they need to break cycles of generational poverty and 
chronic school underachievement. 

whaT makeS ThiS ProJecT a “PoinT of Proof?” 
Smart from the Start is an innovative, evidence-based program that’s a model 
for preventing the achievement gap. Our work is informed and driven by the 
latest research and data outlining and highlighting racial, economic and cultural 
inequities in education, social services, income, access and health care.  
Our team members have lived, studied and understand the inequities in the  
educational systems that lead to and perpetuate school underachievement  
and dropout, and the flaws in the social service systems that often result  
in families being disrespected and mistreated by the very systems that are 

supposed to be there to help and support them. Many staff members, including 
the Executive Director, come from the communities and populations we are 
serving and have a deep and passionate understanding of, and commitment 
to, changing these systems. Having been in the same shoes as the “Smart” 
families, our team brings a unique perspective and unrivaled passion to the 
work, honoring and respecting the knowledge, strengths and expertise of the 
diverse communities we serve. We have developed our programming to create 
strong, powerful and informed families and communities to engage in a new, 
more empowered way forward that will help to level the playing field for our 
children. “Smart’s” strengths-based empowerment approach enables staff to 
connect on a deep level with children and families, and inspires them to set  
and achieve goals never imagined. 

who ParTiciPaTeS in ThiS ProJecT?
Smart from the Start targets, exclusively, the lowest income families with children 
ages birth to five, who are living in the most underserved communities  
in the city. The overwhelming majority of the children and families living in 
the neighborhoods targeted by Smart from the Start are facing seemingly 
insurmountable challenges. At the time of enrollment, most live in public  
or subsidized housing, or are homeless and their average family income  
is approximately $7,000 annually. Seventy-seven percent of our families  
are unemployed; at least half do not have a high school diploma. The  
overwhelming majority of Smart families are from minority and new immigrant 
populations—primarily of African American, Caribbean and Latino decent.  
Despite incredible strengths and resiliencies, many of them struggle with  
issues such as extreme poverty, depression, substance abuse, immigration and 
legal issues, domestic and community violence, teen parenthood and more. 

Also, based on our independent evaluation, many of our parents and caregivers 
have experienced tragedy and trauma throughout their lifespan, beginning in 
their childhoods, and as a result, are now parenting while dealing with multiple 
challenges, in addition to trying to make due with inadequate resources. 

PoinT of Proof: 

SmarT from The 
STarT, inc.

BoSTon, maSSachuSeTTS
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of all head STarT 
ParTiciPanTS (ageS 
0-5 and PregnanT 
women) are Black22

head STarT and earlY head STarT Provide comPrehenSive, 
high-QualiTY earlY care and educaTion and SuPPorT  
ServiceS To vulneraBle Young children from BirTh To 
kindergarTen, PregnanT women and Their familieS. 
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child care SuBSidieS  
make QualiTY child care 

more affordaBle,  
SuPPorT The healThY  
develoPmenT of children, 

and helP low-income 
ParenTS acceSS The child 
care TheY need To go To 
work or To School To 
SuPPorT Their familieS. 

of all Early 
HEad Start 
participantS 
arE Black23

of all child 
care subsidy 
recipients 
are black24

of Black children at age 2 are 
enrolled in center-Based care, 
compared to 16% of all children25

of Black children at 
age 4 are enrolled  
in center-Based care, 
compared to 57% of 
all children26



What makes this data even more impressive are the results of the trauma 
study administered on Smart families in 2012. This data shows that the families 
we serve are not only living in extreme poverty and lack educational  
opportunities, but that they are also living with staggering levels of trauma 
and toxic stress. The average number of lifetime traumatic events experienced 
by surveyed parents was 9.6 events per caregiver. Events included childhood 
sexual abuse, partner violence, and witnessing a shooting or stabbing, among  
others. These caregivers are crediting Smart from the Start with helping  
them address their painful past issues, and with giving them the support and  
encouragement they need to do better by their young children, as well as 
hope for their futures.

whaT makeS iT SucceSSful?
The same issues have plagued Boston’s low-income neighborhoods for  
generations. If we continue to do what we have always done, we will continue to 
get what we have always gotten—the same communities, with the same problems 
and children robbed of an opportunity to reach their greatest potential. This  

how doeS ThiS ProJecT define SucceSS?
Smart envisions a world where every young child feels safe, secure and loved, 
and has his or her basic needs for healthy food, warm clothing, secure housing and 
safe neighborhoods met. We work toward a day where all children, regardless 
of who their parents are or where they live, have access to high quality, fun, 
enriching education that honors and celebrates their diversity, and prepares 
them to fulfill their greatest potential and to realize their dreams. To bring our 
vision into fruition, we have established the following outcomes:  

√ all “Smart” children entering kindergarten are assessed and determined 
to be “school-ready” with all services and supports in place;

√ Parents and caregivers gain a deeper understanding of child development 
and use what they have learned to create better relationships with their 
children and positive home learning environments;

√ a greater number of parents and caregivers earn their ged and enroll 
in higher education or training;

√ Parents and caregivers are able to increase their income and 
self-sufficiency;

√ families seek mental and physical health services, achieving reduced 
health disparities in the community;

√ families gain and use advocacy skills to better support their children 
and to take leadership roles in their communities to support others;

√ communities come together, committed to improving conditions for 
young children and finding new ways to encourage and support them.

how do You know when ThiS ProJecT iS SucceSSful?
After just five years, Smart from the Start has experienced rapid growth with 
qualitative and quantitative evidence demonstrating remarkable outcomes; 
indeed, we have earned the Boston-based Root Cause’s “2011 Social Innovator 
of the Year” Award. We have consistently invested in high quality, independent 
evaluation of our programs and their impacts on the children, families  
and communities we serve. The studies included quantitative and qualitative  
assessments focused on Smart’s impact on children’s development, as well  
as our impact on parenting and on family and caregiver functioning. We also 
collected data on the level of stress and trauma our families have experienced, 
all in an effort to gauge our efficacy as well as to inform programming and 
planning. On the ASQ school readiness assessment, for example, our five year 
olds scored: 100% in Communication, 100% on Problem Solving, 100% on 
Personal and Social Skills, 94% on Gross Motor, 74% on Fine Motor.
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a higher PercenTage of Black children ageS 3-6 are aBle 
To read wordS in a Book, comPared To children of all oTher  
raceS (16% of Black children, comPared To 8% of whiTe  
children, 3% of hiSPanic children and 8% of aSian or Pacific 
iSlander children)

of Black children ageS 3-6 recogniZe  
all leTTerS of The alPhaBeT, comPared  
To 36% of whiTe children, 15% of 
hiSPanic children and 43% of 
aSian or Pacific iSlander children 

of Black children ageS 3-6 can  
counT To 20 or higher, comPared  
To 69% of whiTe children, 42% of  
hiSPanic children, and 76% of  
aSian or Pacific iSlander children27



is why Smart has adopted an innovative, grassroots approach to improving  
educational outcomes. Smart from the Start hires from the communities we  
serve. The staff of Smart from the Start has the unique perspective of having 
shared many of the struggles of the children and families we serve. We know 
that in order to effectively engage vulnerable communities and families you 
must first build relationships that reflect genuine honor, trust and respect. 

We believe that we cannot address the needs of children in isolation from 
their families, and in turn cannot address the needs of families in isolation 
from their communities. If children are living in toxic homes and community 
environments with multiple stressors, they struggle to thrive. We have designed a 
unique, strengths-based model, informed by families and communities, which 
is based on developing and strengthening relationships. Our model is unique 
because it meets families where they are, and celebrates and builds upon 
their strengths, regardless of their challenges. Programming is family and 
community driven, ecological and holistic, and respects and celebrates the 
cultural diversity of our families. We recognize that in order to ensure long 
lasting and sustainable change for our children, we must address issues and 
invest in communities and families, in addition to promoting the healthy  
development of young children. 

whaT challengeS haS iT faced?
Smart from the Start has experienced a period of rapid expansion and growth 
over the past five years. As we gain credibility on the ground, and earn the 
trust of families and communities, more and more families are seeking us out 
for programs, services and support. We are meeting new children every day. 
We have a “no waiting list” policy, and therefore the biggest challenge is 
meeting our commitment to serve every single child and family who comes 
through our door. In order to keep that promise, we must streamline systems, 
learn to be more efficient, increase our capacity and diversify our funding in 
order to expand services to meet the great demand.

how iS ThiS ProJecT rePlicaBle?
Smart has been working effectively in inner city Boston for five years. We 
began with three program sites, in three low-income neighborhoods. We now 
are serving families in seven neighborhoods and 17 program sites. The issues 
we address are not exclusive to Boston; cities struggle with achievement gaps 
greater than ours, and higher percentages of families struggling with the 
same challenges. Smart aims to inspire change on a broader level—we have 
learned many lessons and have built an evidence-based model that can be 
replicated to achieve that goal. 

Like Boston, there are many cities, some with considerable resources, some 
without, with populations of children and families struggling with chronic 
poverty, school underachievement, and their resulting challenges. Smart from 
the Start has developed a plan for the pilot replication of the Smart program 
model in urban communities, using the same grassroots, family and community 
process that begins with developing relationships and assessing the strengths 
and challenges of communities. Programming must be customized to meet the  
unique circumstances of each neighborhood, and be developed in partnership 
with those with whom we will serve and potential partners.

Replication will only be successful after establishing partnerships with institutions,  
organizations, and individuals to inform our work, ensuring that we have a  
deep understanding of the unique needs of the communities. To that end, 
Smart develops local advisory committees comprised of families and partners. 
Together, we plan, problem-solve and seek the necessary in-kind support in 
the form of physical space for programming and funding to sustain programming. 
We hire staff from the communities and train them to facilitate programs and 
support other families. 

whaT iS The Single moST imPorTanT Thing PeoPle Should 
know aBouT ThiS ProJecT?
Smart from the Start’s innovative model provides a unique opportunity to 
break cycles that have led to limited horizons and tragic outcomes for children 
in our communities. Frederick Douglas once said, “It is easier to build strong 
children than to repair broken men.” Smart from the Start not only emphatically  
agrees, but has developed a unique, evidence-based model of outreach,  
collaboration, early education, and family and community support that helps 
build those strong children. We provide young children the opportunity to 
reach their greatest potential, while restoring the village it takes to raise them.
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We know that in order to effectively engage 
vulnerable communities and families you 
must first build relationships that reflect 
genuine honor, trust and respect. 




