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UNITY CITY VOICES & PERSPECTIVES

First 5 Alameda County
Place-based Community Safety Approaches for Early Childhood Development

This narrative is based on 2016 presentations of First 5 Alameda 
County’s place-based work, one by Lisa Erickson and the other  
by Carla Keener. Photo credit: First 5 Alameda County

Why focus on place-based approaches?

We have seen firsthand how poverty and violence 
co-exist in neighborhoods, reinforcing one another 
and reducing opportunities for development.  As of 
2014, 25 percent of the county’s children live in poverty, 
which  impacts a child’s ability to learn, grow and thrive. 
Examining kindergarten readiness, an indicator to 
assess early childhood development and predict future 
success, we have found that children in neighborhoods 
with high levels of violence and poverty come to school 
less ready to learn. We’ve learned that place matters and 
some communities face more inequities than others, 
ultimately affecting their wellbeing. For example, an 
African American child born in East Oakland has a life 
expectancy 15 years shorter than a white child born in 
the more affluent Oakland Hills. 

In the Castlemont Corridor neighborhood of East 
Oakland, violence and crime scenes are an everyday 
occurrence, thereby affecting the lives of young 
children and their families. East Oakland continues to be 
a rich and vibrant community, but the neighborhood faces 
challenges. These same communities that experience 
increased levels of violence are also the places with higher 
rates of maternal and paternal depression and pre-school 
expulsions. Our goal is to work in and with the neighbor-
hoods that have the greatest needs to develop better 
systems for families with young children. 

A place-based approach and partnerships with other 
sectors allows us to address underlying community 
conditions that affect early childhood outcomes.  
We often hear from our communities that factors like 
inadequate housing and employment opportunities are 
issues, but in the past we didn’t have the capacity to work 
on these issues. However, leveraging our role as a collab-
orator, we’re working with community and joining tables 
that are not traditional for early childhood. Through a 
partnership with Castlemont Renaissance, a Purpose Built
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First 5 Alameda County

East Oakland is vibrant community in Oakland, California working 
to build resilience against community violence.

Community focused on community development in the 
Castlemont neighborhood of East Oakland, we are able 
to bring our early childhood programming together with 
their housing, career opportunities, and educational links. 
Therefore, we are connecting families coming into our 
system of care with housing resources and career oppor-
tunities. We are also partnering with the local housing 
authority, youth-serving organizations, a community 
development corporation, the police department, 
public health, and other agencies to support neighbor-
hood-based, resident-led initiatives. 

How do you strengthen families  
and communities?

By focusing on promotive and protective factors, 
our Parent Cafés and early childhood hub are 
improving social networks in the community. On the 
Monday of our Parent Café launch, a young child was 
shot and killed. As the community grieved, they wanted 
something positive and asked for the café to continue. In 
the cafés, residents of all backgrounds come together as 
an inclusive community. A principal at a school where a 
café is held says, “Having the Parent Cafe’s at Markham 
has built a community of school unity. Parents and 
caregivers come together to share with other parents, 
laugh and cry together, get listened to very well, and 

get suggestions and resources.” The Parent Cafés not 
only help build social networks based on community 
strengths, but they have also improved community 
capacity and collective action. For instance, one group is 
fundraising at a school to get playground equipment so 
that their children have a safe place to play. 

Another example of work that strengthens social 
networks is Room to Bloom, our family resource center. 
Room to Bloom offers a safe space for families to drop 
in, socialize with others, and play with their children. 
While we offer a continuum of early childhood programs 
and services through our activities, we are also helping 
shape community environments that promote safety, 
connectedness, and inclusion. 

Economic opportunities are also critical to 
strengthening families and communities. For 
this reason, we’re trying to grow early childhood 
jobs, offer support to at-home childcare centers, 
and help working families find childcare options. 
Together with one of our Head Start grantees, YMCA of 
the Central Bay Area, we are growing the early childhood 
workforce and offering educational and employment 
opportunities to residents of East Oakland. The Early Care 
and Education Apprenticeship allows applicants to work 
as paid teacher assistants in the morning and take early 
childhood credits at a college in the afternoon, some 
of which we subsidize. Post-apprenticeship, graduates 
can either work in the Head Start programs or get 
their associate teacher’s permit to gain early childhood 
education employment outside of the neighborhood. 

Other ways First 5 Alameda County is thinking about 
economic opportunities is by conceptualizing childcare 
as a business and as a support to working parents. 
With many licensed centers operating as small at-home 
businesses, we offer training on taxes and other 
business classes for child care providers to ensure 
sustainability. As well, for many parents with low 
average household income levels it can be challenging 
to find childcare options. We’re partnering with a local 
school district and others to make sure families know 
about accessible childcare spots and can access them. 
This is turn allows parents to work and be able to finan-
cially support the needs of their young ones. 
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We are thinking about how land use and the built 
environment have a role to play in supporting early 
childhood development and safety. With this in mind, 
we are searching for opportunities to support childcare 
facilities, toxin remediation, and playgrounds.  Children 
are dependent on their environments to learn, explore, 
and play. Since they are very interactive with their 
surroundings, unsafe conditions can be detrimental to 
early development. First 5 Alameda County is considering 
how to gain public and private support for childcare infra-
structure, particularly for neighborhoods with the greatest 
needs. One initial idea is to leverage new developer fees to 
support childcare facilities. Together with the Low Income 
Investment Fund, which is a Community Development 

Financial Institution, we are offering childcare facility 
grants around the county to develop new playgrounds 
and for lead and mold remediation.

We are also enhancing the physical environment so 
that children have more outdoor spaces to play. In East 
Oakland, there was a lack of playgrounds, so in collab-
oration with KaBOOM! and a range of volunteers, the 
community joined together to create a special place for 
children and families to come out to play in a safe, fun 
and clean environment. In the newly created playground, 
every first Saturday there is a community playdate and 
always lots of people connecting— including a ton of 
fathers engaging with their children. 

What is First 5 Alameda County’s 
strategic plan moving forward?

As we move forward with our 2017-2021 strategic 
plan, we hope to engage in more place-based work 
in additional neighborhoods that have experienced 
disinvestment. To meet the needs of the communities 
we serve, we will continue to expand our horizons and 
enter spaces that are not typical for early childhood. This 
will allow First 5 Alameda County to elevate strategic 
partnerships and ensure community is involved in 
decision-making. Our partnerships and neighborhood 
lens will help us address poverty and inequities, and 
change community environments so that they support 
both family and community strengths. 

First 5 Alameda County

First 5 Alameda County is helping enhance the built environment 
so that children have safe outdoor spaces to play.
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CRADLE TO COMMUNITY: A FOCUS ON COMMUNITY 

SAFETY AND HEALTHY CHILD DEVELOPMENT was a national 

partnership project of Prevention Institute and the Center for 

the Study of Social Policy, supported by a grant from the Robert 

Wood Johnson Foundation. With the UNITY City Network (Urban 

Networks Increase Thriving Youth) and Early Childhood LINC, the 

project identified strategic policy, practice, systems, and norms 

change levers to make communities safer so that all children 

have the opportunity to develop optimally.

For more info visit: www.preventioninstitute.org/unity  
Contact: unity@preventioninstitute.org 
Telephone: 510.444.7738 
Address: 221 Oak Street, Oakland, CA 94607

Authorship & Resources

CARLA KEENER is the Senior Administrator for Continuum of Care 

and Linkages and LISA ERICKSON is an Early Childhood Strategies 

Coordinator at First 5 Alameda County in California. First 5 agencies 

exist across counties in California through the California Children and 

Families First Act of 1998 (Proposition 10) to improve the early devel-

opment of children. Keener, Erickson, and their team are focused on 

sustaining the work through systems change, as they are funded by a 

50 cent per pack cigarette tax, a declining funding source. 

Understanding that there are underlying conditions that contribute 

to violence, poverty, and negative early childhood outcomes, First 

5 Alameda County is using a strengths-based approach and a 

variety of partnerships to support communities that have faced the 

greatest disenfranchisement. The agency is focused on place-based 

approaches to strengthen families and community environments for 

both optimal child development and community safety. These include 

partnerships and initiatives to improve the sociocultural, physical/

built, and equitable opportunity environments. As First 5 moves 

into its 2017 to 2021 strategic priorities, the team continues to build 

multi-sector partnerships and increase their capacity for place-

based efforts. First 5 Alameda County is a member of the Center for 

the Study of Social Policy’s Early Childhood Learning and Innovation 

Network for Communities (EC LINC).  

This narrative is based on two separate presentations of First 5 

Alameda County’s place-based work: Lisa Erickson’s presentation 

during a 2016 Prevention Institute web conference on engaging 

the community development sector, and Carla Keener’s Cradle to 

Community panel presentation at the 2016 American Public Health 

Association’s Annual Meeting.

UNITY, a Prevention Institute initiative, builds community safety in 

cities through comprehensive, multi-sector strategies that prevent 

violence and support community resilience. By supporting practice 

and innovation, UNITY has been collectively advancing the field and 

shifting the paradigm on community violence and what cities can do 

about it since 2005. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD LEARNING AND INNOVATION NETWORK FOR 

COMMUNITIES (EARLY CHILDHOOD LINC), an initiative of the Center 

for the Study of Social Policy, was developed by and for local commu-

nities across the country working to support families and improve 

results for young children through accelerating the development of 

effective, integrated, local early childhood systems.

RESOURCES 

Bridging Maternal & Child Health and Violence Prevention Strategies: 

How Baltimore Promotes Safety Across the Life Course

Connecting the Dots: An Overview of the Links Among Multiple Forms 

of Violence

Cradle to Community: A Focus on Community Safety and Healthy 

Child Development

First 5 Alameda County and 2017-2021 Strategic Plan

The imperative of safety: How community safety supports optimal 

early childhood development

Working Cradle to Community in New Orleans: Advancing Integrated 

Approaches to Violence through Early Childhood Approaches

https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety
http://preventioninstitute.org/publications/connecting-dots-overview-links-among-multiple-forms-violence
http://preventioninstitute.org/publications/connecting-dots-overview-links-among-multiple-forms-violence
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety
http://www.first5alameda.org/
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/unity/publications/imperative-safety-how-community-safety-supports-optimal-early-childhood
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/unity/publications/imperative-safety-how-community-safety-supports-optimal-early-childhood
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety
https://www.preventioninstitute.org/projects/cradle-community-focus-community-safety

