
Community Clinical Systems Integration – Early Childhood
Education Supports

Statement of Problem

There is clear evidence demonstrating how early child care environments can have long-term benefits for
children, including increased cognitive abilities, improved language development, better peer relationships and
less conflict with caregivers. Early childhood education (ECE) is a crucial part of these supportive environments
for a young child and is a critical and complementary community support service to pediatric health services.
Without access to quality child care, including center- and home-based care, and friend, family, and neighbor
care, families are at risk for missing out on positive socioemotional supports for children and children are at risk
for safety hazards from unprepared or inadequately trained caregivers.

As trusted care providers of infants and young children, both home visitors and pediatric primary care providers
are frequently called upon to help families with decisions about quality child care. Beyond endorsing ECE as a
healthy, safe, and developmentally appropriate learning environment, both sectors have struggled to provide
more practical and comprehensive support. This is in part because ECE is not a single system, but a system
made up of thousands of individual providers with complicated regulatory and funding policies.

Description

With the generous support of the Vanguard Strong Start for Kids initiative, PolicyLab developed and began to
pilot Community Clinical Systems Integration (CCSI), an initiative focused on reducing fragmentation to build a
more efficient system and address the structural barriers that exist to build a higher-quality and more
collaborative and trusted network of care for families across all family-serving systems. We also launched the
CCSI ECE support strategy—a strategy that aims to create an integrated cross-sector early childhood support
system for families that includes evidence-based home visiting services, pediatric primary care, and quality
child care to improve the health, well-being, and service delivery to families with young children in Philadelphia

Over the last two years, CCSI has worked to identify and assess the gaps that create barriers to providing
adequate ECE support and education to families and develop resources and infrastructure necessary to close
those gaps. We have actively engaged families, leadership of early childhood systems across Philadelphia and
Pennsylvania, the early childhood advocacy community, and an advisory council to ensure the framework
developed for the CCSI model can be adequately supported by the various family-serving systems and
sustainable long term. In this process, we learned three valuable lessons that have shaped CCSI’s continued
work:  

1. Families often serve as intermediaries between systems, which not only creates undue burden, but
jeopardizes communication workflows that could best support children’s health needs.

2. Families and providers (pediatricians, home visitors and child care providers) find communication
challenging and duplicative, creating inefficiencies and additional burden.



3. Families, as well as family-serving systems (including pediatric primary care and home visiting
organizations), find the child care system incredibly complex and difficult to navigate.

Next Steps

Through the development of a multi-layered approach and continued engagement with critical stakeholders, we
aim to build stronger coordination between systems and improve efficiency and effectiveness of the delivery of
accurate, timely and trusted ECE information to families.  

Over the next three years, we aim to:

Establish processes to build and maintain the knowledge and skills of staff from Children’s Hospital of
Philadelphia’s (CHOP) health system and Philadelphia home visiting providers to improve their capacity to
serve as an informed, trusted resource for families regarding access and participation in quality ECE
Help families enroll their children in quality child care, with a special focus on high-needs children and/or
families prioritized by the health system and families
Operationalize strategies that improve communication, exchange of health information, and workflows
between primary care providers, families and child care

CCSI recognizes the unique perspective and voice that the health system brings to raising awareness about the
importance of a robust, quality child care system. Our hope is that this work will be used to 1) influence policy,
practice, and stakeholder support to expand the availability and accessibility of child care, 2) build out a more
robust system of communication between systems that has the potential to improve overall quality of the child
care system, and 3) positively influence family understanding of and decision-making towards quality, safe
caregiving environments. 
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Tara Dechert (she/her) is a senior program manager at PolicyLab at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia.
She leads the development, implementation and evaluation of innovative models that integrate pediatric
primary care with community-based early childhood services to improve health and developmental
outcomes for children and families.

Ms. Dechert's work focuses on advancing integrated systems of care by embedding early childhood
development expertise within pediatric practice through home visiting integration, child care navigation,
multidisciplinary care teams and cross-sector care coordination. She also supports PolicyLab's early
childhood policy portfolio, working with health systems, state agencies, advocates, and community partners
to translate implementation evidence into policy, financing and systems strategies that strengthen early
childhood services and improve access for children and families.

Ms. Dechert brings a unique combination of implementation, policy, and operational expertise, helping to
translate research into scalable models that inform healthcare practice, public policy, and systems change.
Her work spans implementation science, integrated care delivery, maternal and child health, early childhood
policy and sustainable financing strategies that strengthen connections between healthcare and
community-based services.

Prior to joining PolicyLab, Ms. Dechert held positions in state government and the nonprofit sector focused
on public policy, prevention, and implementation of evidence-based programs for children and families. She
holds a Bachelor of Arts in Social Work from Elizabethtown College and a Master of Science in
Administration of Justice from Shippensburg University.
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Meredith Matone 
DrPH, MHS

Director

Dr. Matone’s research interests include maternal and young child health, as well as family well-being. She
focuses on building community and public agency research partnerships to support improvements in
policies and programs that serve mothers and infants in under-resourced communities. She is experienced
in large-scale program evaluation, mixed-methods research designs, and use of administrative data for
observational study designs in areas of child and caregiver health.

Dr. Matone is a senior fellow at the University of Pennsylvania’s Leonard Davis Institute of Health
Economics, a faculty affiliate at The Field Center, and a board member of the Pennsylvania Association for
the Education of Youth Children. Dr. Matone received her Doctor of Public Health, specializing in child and
adolescent health and development, from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. She is an
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alumnus of the Doris Duke Fellowship for the Promotion of Child Well-being program and a former
Stoneleigh Foundation fellow. 
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Team

Sherita Williams 
MS, PHMA

Clinical Research Program Manager

Sherita Williams (she/her) is a clinical research program manager at PolicyLab who co-leads the strategy and
implementation of the Clinical Community Systems Integration (CCSI) Child Care Navigation initiative, a first-of-
its-kind program designed to improve access to child care resources for families receiving primary care at
Children's Hospital of Philadelphia (CHOP). In addition, Sherita develops and maintains early childhood
education resources and educational opportunities for staff across the CHOP enterprise. Beyond CCSI, she
contributes to early childhood education research and policy initiatives across PolicyLab by providing early
childhood education subject matter expertise on multidisciplinary projects. Her work includes collaborating with
the New Jersey Department of Children and Families on research examining the relationship between Universal
Pre-K expansion and child care closures, as well as serving as a child care advisor for the Community
Partnerships in Grants joint pilot project, Childcare Access for Recovery and Equity (C.A.R.E.) Study.

Sherita brings more than a decade of experience in early childhood education, having held management roles
and contributed to the development of health and family services initiatives funded at the federal, state and local
levels.  Before joining PolicyLab, she worked to streamline Pre-K and child care enrollment for low-income
families, with a focus on reducing barriers for children with special health care, behavioral health and Early
Intervention needs, promoting inclusive early childhood settings across Head Start, Pre-K Counts and PHLpreK
programs.

In addition to her early childhood education work, Sherita serves as a research team member for the Evaluation
of the Young Child and Parent Program, in collaboration with the Health Federation of Philadelphia. In this role,
she oversees participant enrollment and conducts qualitative interviews with caregivers in residential treatment
sites across Philadelphia and Bucks Counties, supporting the implementation and evaluation of a therapy
model aimed at strengthening parent-child attachment among parents receiving substance use disorder
treatment.

Sherita's research interests include maternal and child health, early childhood education and family stability and
well-being. She is particularly passionate about preventive approaches, including social needs screening and
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systems integration, and advancing policies and programs that strengthen families and communities by
improving access to supportive services.

Sherita earned her Master of Public Health in Management and Administration from the Philadelphia College of
Osteopathic Medicine and holds a Bachelor of Science in Social Work.
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Katherine Kellom

Administrative Manager

Katherine Kellom (she/they) is an administrative manager at PolicyLab and the director of the Qualitative
Research Core at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. She has worked at nationally top-ranked institutions with
teams comprised of experts in their fields conducting qualitative, mixed and multi-method research for more
than ten years. Beginning as a research assistant at the University of Pennsylvania’s Mixed Methods Research
Lab, Katherine currently serves across a variety of project teams to provide conceptual and technical support
for clinical and community-based research projects. She has extensive knowledge and valuable practical
experience applying qualitative research methodologies with a focus on integrating key stakeholder
perspectives and goals into research designs.  

Katherine leads and advises project teams using qualitative methods to achieve research aims on projects
ranging from small pilots to state-wide, mixed-methods evaluations. Katherine is an expert in facilitation
techniques and in the use of the qualitative data analysis tool, NVivo; she provides training in both areas. As
director of the Qualitative Research Core, Katherine manages and supports staff members and qualitative team
members in the Core and at PolicyLab, ensuring skillset development and access to the resources needed to
contribute high-quality work to various project teams. 

Katherine received her Bachelor of Arts degree from Bryn Mawr College in 2009, majoring in psychology. 
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PhD, MUP

Research Scientist

Jennifer Whittaker (she/her) is a research scientist at PolicyLab and the senior manager of qualitative methods
training and program development with the Qualitative Research Core at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia
(CHOP).  

Dr. Whittaker has over a decade of experience conducting qualitative and mixed-method research, with a
particular focus on community-engaged research. As a member of the Qualitative Research Core, she develops
and leads training in qualitative research methods and provides research design and conceptual support to
research teams across CHOP.  At PolicyLab, Dr. Whittaker is a member of the maternal health research team
where her work focuses on the role of place and public systems in supporting maternal and child health. She
serves as the staff lead for the Family and Community Health Portfolio and is an advisory board member for the
Community Partnerships in Research program. She is also a member of CHOP’s Qualitative Methods
Research Affinity Group, a fellow at University at Pennsylvania’s Center for Public Health Initiatives and a board
member for the Pennsylvania Rural Health Association.  

An alumnus of Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Health Policy Research Scholars Leadership Development
Program, Dr. Whittaker is trained in interdisciplinary, applied and policy-oriented scholarship. She completed
her PhD in city planning at the University of Pennsylvania Weitzman School of Design, where her research led
to Our Rural Pennsylvania, an atlas created by mothers and caregivers to record the everyday places that
influence their health. She completed her master's degree in urban and regional planning at the University at
Buffalo and her bachelor's degree in geography at the State University of New York at Geneseo. Prior to
coming to Philadelphia, Dr. Whittaker was a research associate at the Food Systems Planning and Healthy
Communities Lab where she conducted research on the role of local government policy and planning in
facilitating healthy communities.  
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Brian Vazquez 
MA

Clinical Research Coordinator

Brian Vazquez (he/him) is a clinical research coordinator and child care navigator at PolicyLab at Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia. He supports clinical research activities within the scope of the Community Clinical
Systems Integration (CCSI) – Early Childhood Education Supports strategy, which aims to create an integrated
cross-sector early childhood support system for families that includes evidence-based home visiting services,
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pediatric primary care, and quality child care to improve the health, well-being, and service delivery for families
with young children in Philadelphia.

Mr. Vazquez also supports multiple additional projects across PolicyLab. In his role, he provides early childhood
education navigation for families and supports with comprehensive multilingual qualitative research and project
evaluation design and implementation.

Mr. Vazquez’s research interests include health equity, early childhood education, social needs screening,
cross-cultural and multilingual research, and community-engaged research. A Kensington native and CHOP-
certified bilingual staff member, he is committed to strengthening equitable systems and practices for families
who live in high-need communities and who speak a language other than English. Mr. Vazquez’s professional
experience spans education, research and writing, and the translation and interpretation field. He has also
served as a co-instructor at Bethlehem University in the West Bank and as an English as a Second Language
(ESL) instructor to culturally and linguistically diverse adult learners at a nonprofit organization in Philadelphia.

Mr. Vazquez earned a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology with a minor in Religion from La Salle University and a
Master of Arts in Social Sciences with an Education and Society Certificate from The University of Chicago.  
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