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ABOUT ILLINOIS ACTION 
FOR CHILDREN

As a state and national leader in early childhood care and education, Illinois 

Action for Children’s (“IAFC”) programs, services, and advocacy improve 

learning and life outcomes for children and families, including reducing 

the effects of poverty. IAFC works to ensure that every child in Illinois — 

particularly those in need — have access to the necessary resources to succeed 

in school and in life. 

Since its founding in 1969, IAFC has worked to create systems of early care and education that 
help strengthen families and communities. As a state and national leader in the early care and 
education community, IAFC stands distinguished by its “Strong Families, Powerful Communities” 
approach to child development, Pre-K and Head Start education and other family and community 
supports. Those supports aim to make all American families self-sufficient, with access to high-
quality opportunities that provide the foundation for a lifetime of learning, prosperity, health and 
happiness.

Yet, more children live in poverty today than since the Great Recession. Whether in working families 
or mired in deep poverty, their numbers continue to increase. Working families are finding their 
paychecks short of covering basic shelter and nutrition needs, let alone childcare, education, 
dental or health care. America’s poorest working families spend 1 in every 3 dollars earned — 32% 
of their household incomes 
— on childcare. Elsewhere, 
though resources are available, 
communities fragmented by 
poverty lack systems that connect 
and deliver them to the families 
who need them. During this time 
of crisis and uncertainty, the 
tens of thousands of families 
with children, as well as the early 
childhood professionals who care 
for them, rely on IAFC’s programs 
and services. 
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IAFC’s work includes:

Family, Community & Provider Services: 

• In partnership with the Illinois Department of
Human Services, in 2019, IAFC certified 60,000
families for state funded childcare through
the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP).
14,500 providers served those households
including 102,000 children, across all qualifying
demographics, in the City of Chicago and
Suburban Cook County.

• IAFC manages CCAP provider reporting that
results in state payments to childcare providers
(including childcare centers, home group care,
and relative care providers) of $450-$500
million annually and is the largest of 16 Child
Care Resource and Referral agencies within
Illinois. IAFC works to improve the quality of
childcare in Illinois and offers a vast array of
provider training/quality grants in Cook County
and professional development throughout the
state.

• Across all other programs, another 40,000-
50,000 children and families are served
annually; in Head Start, a Healthy Food
program, infant/toddler-mental health
consultations, early learning programs, teen
parenting services, parent referrals, home
visiting supports, and parent and community
engagement programs. In total, IAFC serves
and advocates for more than 150,000 children
and families annually.

ABOUT ILLINOIS ACTION 
FOR CHILDREN

Policy & Advocacy: 

• State and federal funding keeps childcare
affordable for working families and enable
early learning in the poorest communities
and for the poorest families. IAFC advocates
to ensure that public policy supports the
needs of families and their communities for
those purposes and to generally improve
the conditions and situations of families and
children. Centered in data, IAFC’s Research
Department, an integral part of Policy &
Advocacy, provides access to facts, information
and various publications to further the
public understanding of childcare and early
education.

Early Learning Programs: 

• IAFC is a leader in the early care and education
community, serving more than 400 children
and families directly through early learning
programs.

Developing Stronger Community Systems: 

• Through comprehensive local systems 
involving childcare providers, community 
leaders and families, IAFC strengthens support 
networks that serve all children. With these 
partners, IAFC creates access to high-quality 
early care and education for families who need 
it most. IAFC also creates and implements 
programs and systems that support 
communities and families, seeking to insure 
not only access to quality education but to 
food, health care and housing.
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https://www.actforchildren.org/for-families/early-learning-programs/
https://www.partnerplanact.org/home


ABOUT ILLINOIS ACTION 
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IAFC believes that these supports work best to ensure school and life 
success when administered as part of a comprehensive system that 
includes parents and communities. This broad approach to supporting 
children by supporting families is a proven and effective means to 
address overarching issues of endemic poverty, which is the root 
cause of the educational failure and emotional distress of America’s 
poorest children.  

With access to IAFC’s professional development and financial 
resources, childcare providers are able to give children a high-quality 
educational experience. IAFC works to continually improve the quality 
of life for impoverished families and the quality and scope of childcare 
through programs that support the social, emotional and physical well-
being of all children and families.

Under the leadership of Maria Whelan, IAFC grew into the formidable 
organization it is today. Maria became the President & CEO of IAFC 
in 2000, continuing her work as a fierce advocate for children and 
families. For two decades, Maria passionately advocated to elevate 
the importance of early childhood education and investing in working 
families, care providers and children to the highest reaches of state 
government. She played a pivotal role in moving Illinois forward, 
advancing programs, funding and legislation that have changed the 
state. A leader, champion and 
friend, Maria passed away on June 
10, 2020. To learn more about 
Maria Whelan’s life and legacy, 
visit here.

As IAFC forges ahead, it will 
continue to thrive on the 
extraordinary spirit, dedication 
and energy of staff, volunteers 
and the families it supports.

For more information on IAFC, 
please visit its website. 
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https://www.actforchildren.org/who-we-are/leadership/maria-whelans-life-and-legacy/
https://www.actforchildren.org/


Recently celebrating over 50 years of operation, IAFC 

is entering an exciting chapter in its history. The 

President & CEO (“CEO”) will provide leadership 

and direction inspired by a genuine passion for 

empowering, and improving the lives of, children and 

families. The CEO will have a clear vision for IAFC’s 

future and will continue its current work. The CEO will 

uphold IAFC’s legacy as a trailblazing organization 

with talented staff, strong partnerships and a solid 

reputation in the field.   

The CEO will be a highly visible member of the social services 
community, representing IAFC locally, throughout Illinois and 
nationally. This leader will embody a strong commitment to Illinois’ 
children and families and will promote the organization, accelerating 
its impact, resource development and brand recognition. The role 
leads and oversees the organization’s operations, culture, values, 
talent and financial performance, and owns and protects the mission.

A successful CEO will inspire not only IAFC staff, but all who the CEO 
engages. The CEO will have the character and confidence to work 
comfortably in an external role and to work effectively with a broad 
range of constituents, both within IAFC and externally. The CEO will be 
a strong and decisive leader, making decisions on a factual/analytical 
basis with fair consideration of others’ views.

Reporting to and partnering with the Board of Directors, the CEO 
will provide strategic leadership and will work proactively to inspire 
engagement among legislators, donors, partners and communities. 
With the Board and development team, the CEO will fundraise for IAFC 
to strategically innovate into its next chapter. 

The CEO will be able to credibly represent the organization in policy 
leadership and research, family and community supports and 
early childhood education. The CEO will grasp the core concepts, 
track relevant trends and document IAFC’s social impact, thereby 
maintaining IAFC as a leader in the family support landscape.

THE OPPORTUNITY
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Keys for success include:

• Passion for improving the lot of children and families;

• Vision for IAFC’s future and the ability to enact that vision;

• Inspiration of all who work with or for IAFC;

• Championing a spirit of collaboration and open communications across all organizational departments
and operations to advance organizational goals;

• Serving as a thought partner to the Board of Directors, collaborating with them to solidify strategy;

• Diversifying and increasing public and private funding streams to support programming;

• Increasing both the visibility and influence of IAFC by serving as a national thought leader;

• Ensuring program effectiveness through evaluating quantitative and qualitative program analytics,
technology and innovation;

• Embodying a clear, inspiring vision and translating timely strategies into effectively executed plans;

• Utilizing technology to advance the mission and re-think service delivery;

• Executing leadership of diverse community-based programs;

• Advocating for policy and systems change that improve the lives of children and families; and

• Actively engaging and energizing external stakeholders, providing thought leadership.

THE OPPORTUNITY
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The most competitive candidates for the position will have the following personal and professional 
qualities, skills and characteristics:  

CANDIDATE PROFILE

A Strategic, Visionary and Inspirational Leader

The ideal candidate will be a strategic leader who, with the Board, will develop and articulate a vision for the 
organization. This capable leader will have a vision for the early childhood and family support landscape 
and an eye consistently focused on the future; how to best adapt IAFC to its changing environment, creation 
of new programs to enhance and expand IAFC’s mission and how to expand IAFC’s successful programs 
and methods to other communities. both statewide and nationally. The CEO will be an intelligent self-
starter who is resourceful and entrepreneurial, yet team oriented. Serving as a thought leader, the CEO will 
continue to expand IAFC’s national footprint. The successful candidate will have an abiding commitment to 
a team environment that establishes priorities, goals, and timelines to achieve quantifiable and qualitative 
outcomes. An engaging and supportive leader, the CEO will have a track record of motivating and inspiring 
others to achieve impact through creativity and teamwork and of leveraging individual strengths to meet 
organizational goals.

Commitment to Racial Equity 

The CEO will play a critical role by continuing to model leadership rooted in equity. This leader will work 
tirelessly to address issues of structural and racial injustice by working with leaders, advocates and 
lawmakers in an effort to create meaningful change. This leader will embrace principles of anti-racism 
in external communications, teambuilding, funder engagement and all IAFCs operations and programs. 
This leader will continue IAFC’s focus on building partnerships with the intent of building equity into the 
structures, culture, systems and processes that guide IAFC internally as well as the communities IAFC serves 
and represents. The ideal candidate will demonstrate an understanding of, and/or have lived experience 
and/or a history of working collaboratively with communities of color, and uplifting the voices of those most 
marginalized in their pursuit of justice. Moreover, the ideal candidate will bring expertise, an innovative 
and open mindset and a commitment to inclusive practice that values different backgrounds and life 
experiences and allows everyone to bring their authentic self to the work of IAFC.
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CANDIDATE PROFILE

An Advocate 

The ideal candidate will be a high-energy, inspirational leader who will 
serve as an advocate for IAFC and for affordable, accessible and quality 
early childhood education for all of Illinois’ children. This leader’s 
executive and mission-driven presence will effectively articulate and 
convey the mission and priorities of IAFC to a range of constituents 
including legislators, donors, children, families, community partners, 
the Board of Directors and staff. IAFC has been the driving force 
behind Illinois’ expansion of early childcare education and childcare 
in the state. This leader will continue IAFC’s trajectory as a leader and 
partner. Working effectively with diverse populations, the CEO will not 
only be credible, but will be a leader in the family support services and 
early childhood communities. As the external voice of the organization, 
the CEO will possess excellent oral and written communication skills 
and will be a confident, experienced public speaker.

Business Acumen, Operational and Change Management

This leader will be future-oriented, promoting innovation, and 
inspiring others. The CEO will be a communicative and transparent 
leader with a track record of success in organizational management, 
including deep managerial and operational expertise with the deftness 
to guide an organization through change. Observant and adaptive, 
the CEO will have monitored and measured the impact of change on 
an organization’s overall strategy. Moreover, the CEO will leverage 
innovative approaches to problem-solving and day-to-day operations. 
This leader will bring experience retaining, building and leading teams 
of the highest degree of professionalism and guiding team members’ 
growth and development. A strategic executor, the CEO will have an 
analytical orientation utilizing data and metrics to inform decisions 
and achieve strategic objectives. The successful candidate will have the 
ability to develop a robust and trusting partnership with the Board and 
ensure fiduciary responsibility, sound financial management practices 
and accountability while remaining creative and innovative. The CEO 
will be a catalyst for the organization, implementing best practices 
of nonprofit management and ensuring that overall day-to-day 
operations are aligned with strategic goals. Fundamentally, this leader 
will be capable of pulling the strategic levers to drive the organization 
with the right focus in the right areas.  
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CANDIDATE PROFILE

A Relationship Builder and Fundraiser 

The ideal candidate will build and sustain excellent relationships at multiple levels internally and with 
various external constituencies. A persuasive communicator, the CEO will have the ability to foster an 
atmosphere of collaboration and partnership across the organization. The CEO will have familiarity with a 
wide range of fundraising channels, to open new streams of corporate, foundation and government giving. 
The CEO will build collaboration and buy-in within and outside the IAFC community, generating support 
for the organization. The CEO will be a dynamic and credible leader who can deal effectively with people of 
different philosophies, backgrounds and cultures. The CEO will be a proactive, transparent communicator at 
all times.

A Passion for the Mission 

The ideal candidate will embody the values and mission of IAFC and, as a result, will inspire and motivate 
others. An empathic, confident leader, the CEO will embrace the history and culture of IAFC, which is 
integral to gaining credibility with the staff, children, parents, community, partners and Board. The CEO 
will be energized by the history and the future of IAFC, understanding the organization to be a voice in 
solidarity with children and communities who are systemically disenfranchised. This leader will have a 
sense of humor, charisma and be known for treating others with respect. The CEO will be an individual of 
unquestioned integrity, ethics and values; someone who can be trusted without reservation. On the most 
fundamental level, the successful candidate will look for ways to educate, enrich and empower children  
and families.
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Koya Leadership Partners, the executive search firm that specializes 
in mission-driven search, has been exclusively retained for this 
engagement. Marissa Delgado and Chartise Clark are leading this 
search. To make recommendations or to express your interest in this 
role please visit this link here or email 

IAFC@koyapartners.com

All nominations, inquiries, and discussions will be considered strictly 
confidential.

IAFC is an equal opportunity employer and strongly encourages 
applications from people of color, persons with disabilities, women, and 
LGBTQ+, and other underrepresented applicants.

CONTACT

About Koya Leadership Partners

Koya Leadership Partners, a member of the Diversified Search Group, is a leading executive search 
and strategic advising firm dedicated to connecting exceptionally talented people with mission-driven 
clients. Our founding philosophy—The Right Person in the Right Place Can Change the World—
guides our work as we partner with nonprofits & NGOs, institutions of higher education, responsible 
businesses, and social enterprises in local communities and around the world. 

Koya is an equal opportunity employer fully committed to creating an environment and team that 
represents a variety of backgrounds, perspectives, styles, and experiences. We encourage all to apply 
because we believe a diversity of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and outcomes for 
everyone.

For more information about Koya Leadership Partners, visit www.koyapartners.com.
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