
Virginia’s First Lady Visits Fairfax County  
Back to School Tour for School Readiness

First Lady of Virginia Pamela Northam 
celebrated the start of a new school 
year by visiting early childhood 
education programs across Virginia and 
discussing the importance of school 
readiness. 

As part of her Back to School Tour, the 
first lady visited early childhood 
programs in Fairfax County on Sept. 5. 
Children, and early childhood educators 
at each location enjoyed the visits. 

These programs provide quality early 
childhood experiences and represent 
the variety of private and public early 
childhood settings in the county. State 
Del. Paul Krizek of the 44th District 

joined the first lady on the tour of local 
program. They delivered books and 
school supplies, participated in hands-
on learning experiences with the 
children, and talked with staff about 
school readiness efforts.

The tour began at the home of Silvia 
and Luis Gregorini who have worked 
with Early Head Start since 2006 as 
family child care provider partners. 
They provide comprehensive family 
services and early childhood education 
for children birth to 3 years. Gregorini 
partners with the Office for Children to 
ensure that federal Head Start Program 
Performance Standards are met. 

The tour continued at the Creative 
Learning School which is led by Cecilia 
Suarez, a career educator. Her family 
owns and operates this quality early 
education program which serves 
approximately 60 children ages 16 
months to school age. The program 
serves dual language learners and 
children with special needs. The center 
participates in the county’s community 
based Virginia Preschool Initiative and 
serves children in the Child Care 
Assistance and Referral program.

The tour concluded at Riverside 
Elementary School PreK classroom. It 
provides comprehensive child 
development services to children and 
families in the areas of education, 
health, nutrition, social services, family 
engagement, disabilities and mental 
health. The 18 children in the program 
develop the social, emotional and 
foundational academic skills necessary 
for success in kindergarten. 

School staff and officials including 
Fairfax County School Board members 
Tammy Kaufax and Karen Corbett 
Sanders, FCPS School Superintendent 

Scott Brabrand, FCPS Assistant 
Superintendent for Region 3 Terry Dade 
and Riverside’s Principal Paul Basdekis 
welcomed the first lady for this tour of 
Riverside Elementary. 

“All Virginia children are capable of, and 
deserve to be, entering kindergarten 
with the tools they need to succeed,“ 
said Northam. “We are dedicated to 
unifying Virginia early education 
programs and providing access to 
quality care and education for children 
and families no matter who they are or 
where in the commonwealth they live.”

County officials and staff welcome First Lady Pamela Northam to Riverside Elementary School.

Northam visits with Early Head Start 
providers Silvia and Noellia Gregorino. 

Del. Krizek and Northam take to the 
playground at Creative Learning School.
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“Intentional Planning with Loose 
Parts” was the focus of a recent 
professional learning event sponsored 
by Virginia Quality. Organizers invited 
educators from the 150 Virginia 
Quality, center-based and family 

child care, programs in the Northern 
Region. 

Julie Renne from the Infant Toddler 
Specialist Network and Joyce Yang 
from Virginia Preschool Initiative, led 
a presentation and discussion for the 
50 participants. They explored the 
value of using loose parts — everyday 
items such as large stones, spools, 
and tree cookies — when observing, 
screening and intentionally planning 
for young children. Renne and Yang 
used the books, “Loose Parts” 
and “Loose Parts 2 for Infants and 
Toddlers,” to provide background 
information, theory and practical 
application of these ideas.

The morning continued with the 
educators learning in two smaller 
groups. Each group had the 
opportunity to plan for young children 
of different ages and developmental 
needs using an array of loose parts. 
Groups shared their specifically 
designed activities with the rest of 
the educators.

Each participant received copies of 
the “Loose Parts” books along with 
some materials to help them get 
started in using these resources to 
enhance developmentally appropriate 
play and engage the children in their 
early childhood programs.

This year, Greater Mt. Vernon 
Community Head Start and Early Head 
Start piloted Parent Gauge™, a parent 
and Family Services interactive 
interview. Family service workers used 
this survey tool to gather more details 
about the impact of family 
engagement efforts.

Parent Gauge was developed by the 
National Head Start Association and 
the independent research organization 
NORC at the University of Chicago. 
This innovative tool aligns with the 
Office of Head Start’s Parent, Family, 
and Community Engagement 
Framework.

Parent Gauge Survey Process

Parent Gauge explores a family’s 
experience with entry and transition, 
knowledge of child development, 
empowerment and identity, 
relationships with staff, family growth 
and stability, and health and nutrition. 
The tool provides immediate feedback 
to staff regarding parent needs, and it 

also provides data on program 
effectiveness. 

Family service workers from 
GMVCHS and EHS gathered 
feedback from 73 parents, or 
40% of all enrolled families. As 
a thank you, participants were 
entered into a drawing for a 
grocery gift card.

Positive Survey Results

Parents said that the program is doing 
an excellent job in several key areas. 
They credited the staff for encouraging 
regular program attendance, medical/
dental care, and proper nutrition. 

More than 93% of parents surveyed 
said that the program:

 � Provides activities that help me get 
my child ready for Head Start or 
school.

 � Supports me in getting regular 
medical care for my child.

 � Tries to meet my family’s specific 
needs.   

“My worker is monumental in meeting 
my family’s needs. The work and 
support of my worker is awesome!! I 
am encouraged to be involved 
because of my worker and teaching 
staff. I am comfortable talking with my 
worker about my concerns and 
aspiration. She understands and 
provides services and resources 
immediately.” —Head Start parent

Parents also provided feedback about 
ways to enhance parent engagement 
in their children’s school readiness.

With the success of this pilot, other 
Fairfax County HS and EHS programs 
will use Parent Gauge this school year.

Head Start Pilots 
New Parent Survey
Families Report Positive Impact 
of Parent Engagement Initiatives

Virginia Quality Hosts Loose Parts Symposium

Family service workers, rear (l-r): Courtney Perry (manager), 
Pam Guerra, Ian Freedman, Front (l-r): Maria Aleman Gonzalez, 
Ivan Martinez, La-Reiphia Jackson.

2



Another summer of SACC’s Camp Discovery 
is in the books! SACC’s dynamic teachers 
provided children with a summer full of 
engaging experiences. Rising first through 
seventh graders at 27 camp locations 
across the county took part in activities 
designed to nurture their creativity, and 
develop their talents and skills.

Children in each camp location were able 
to explore areas of interest designed to 
appeal to the artist, performer and athlete 
in every child. By choosing to participate in 
the Artist’s, Athlete’s or Performer’s Cabins, 
children had the opportunity to enjoy a 
summer of fun, specialized adventures and 
activities. 

Teachers encouraged children in the 
Artist’s Cabin to explore a variety of art 
forms including textile art, acrylic canvas 
painting, 3D art and sculpting. They visited 
local art studios and museums to 
experience a variety of artistic styles and 
talents.

Children in the Performers’ Cabin explored 
different aspects of the performing arts. 
They studied a variety of modern and 
classical dance styles, and even 
choreographed their own dance routines. It 
was a huge treat for children to learn dance 

routines choreographed by the Washington 
Mystics choreographer, which they 
practiced and then performed on the court 
before and during half time of a Mystics 
game. Children also had the chance to put 
on their own stage productions dabbling in 
script writing, costumes, makeup, lighting, 
acting and directing. 

Children in the Athlete’s Cabin enjoyed a 
combination of developing skills in familiar 
sports like baseball, soccer and basketball, 
along with trying lesser known sports such 
as rugby. A highlight of the camp was 
taking field trips to see local teams in 
action. For instance, children in the 
Athlete’s cabin had the chance to attend a 
Washington National’s baseball game, and 
another week, the campers attended a 
Washington Mystics basketball game.

There was still time for making some of the 
most important summer camp memories 
through enjoying outdoor fun, making new 
friends, swimming in the pool, and 
connecting to their community through 
service projects. SACC teachers provided 
support and encouragement to the children 
throughout the summer. Children 
developed relationships with teachers and 
friendships with other children that will be 
meaningful well into the future. 

Excitement and Adventures at 
SACC Camp Discovery
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Children love to ask questions. They are 
naturally curious and inquisitive, and 
asking questions allows them to 
understand more of the world around 
them. When adults ask “big questions” 
as they interact with children, it 
nurtures children’s innate curiosity, 
expands their learning, and promotes 
deeper understanding.

The Virginia Quality and Virginia 
Preschool Initiative joint peer share, Big 
Questions for Young Minds: Extending 
Children’s Critical Thinking, explored 
how to use strategic questions to 
support children’s developmental 
growth, by:

1. Identifying and nurturing each 
child’s developmental level.

2. Creating questions to use in 
learning areas (e.g., blocks, art, 
etc.) and at different times (e.g., 
outdoor play, lunch, etc.).

3. Introducing questions 
that provide children 
opportunities to stretch 
their thinking skills.  

This four-session course 
included time for reading and sharing 
information from the source book of  
the same name, and then applying the 
learning in a hands-on experience. 
After each session, the educators were 
given a set of materials to use in their 
programs, including:

 � A mystery bag of loose parts.

 � A series of books recommended in 
“Big Questions for Young Minds.”

 � A button sorting activity kit.

 � Outdoor play toys such as hula 
hoops, sidewalk chalk, balls, etc.

 � Several tools to help them  
continue to use open-ended 
questions. These included 
CLASS® Strategy Cards and a 
CLASS Dictionary, which support 
the Classroom Assessment  
Scoring System, a widely-used 
framework for assessing 
teacher-child interactions.

Educators enthusiastically shared  
their experiences with integrating the 
materials, applying the “big questions,” 

and expanding the activities with 
different materials. They also 
participated in two exciting Skype Q & A 
sessions with the book’s co-author, Lisa 
Mufson Bresson. 

VPI Child Care Specialist Tina Lee 
explained that, “Research shows that 
the quality of adult-child interactions  
has a direct and positive impact on child 
outcomes and the quality of early 
learning programs.” 

This popular peer share was so well 
received that a new series has been 
scheduled for the fall in South County.

VQ and VPI Offer Joint 
Professional Learning 
Big Questions for Young Minds: Extending 
Children’s Critical Thinking 

VPI Mentor Maribel Enriquez discusses the course material with 
her mentees from Seven Corners Children’s Center.

Educators develop big questions to enrich a fun 
sorting activity.

Educators collaborate on big questions that 
expand children’s critical thinking.
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