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Abstract  

 High quality early childhood education (ECE) is fundamental to eliminating 

health disparities improving life expectancy. To inform the efforts of leaders building 

their own initiatives to launch programs improving access to high quality education to 

preschool aged children, a review of the existing literature revealed that little is known 

about what happens to the child care market when new funding is made available. This 

research project evaluates different case studies of cities and counties which have 

assembled their own funding and programs to meet the need for preschool education in 

their region. Case studies include Denver County, Colorado; San Antonio, Texas; 

Cincinnati, Ohio; and Shelby County, Tennessee. The research was pulled from annual 

reports and evaluations, website reports, agreements, contracts, budget documents, and 

news articles. From these case studies, and from existing research and similar reports on 

learning lessons of other programs, broad conclusions and recommendations can be made 

to inform the efforts of ECE leaders in Pima County around the ramp up time of 

program’s to build capacity and quality, challenges to building capacity and quality, and 

challenges experienced by programs.



  



INTRODUCTION 

Rationale: Education and Early Education is a Public Health Issue 

Social determinants of health are “conditions in the places where people live, learn, work, 

and play.” (CDC, 2019) Education is considered to be a social determinant of health (CDC, 

2019; Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (n.d.)).  Educational attainment is 

considered one of the strongest correlates of life expectancy, having the ability to eliminate 

health disparities and improve life expectancy by up to a decade (Kaplan et al, 2014).  Later 

educational attainment is associated with earlier educational experiences environments in which 

children grow up and develop, shapes their outcomes throughout life (The Center on the 

Developing Child, n.d.).  Thus, there is great potential to improve health and educational outcomes 

for children, especially in society’s youngest children, through increasing access and quality of 

early education. The receipt of  a high quality early childhood education (ECE) has the capacity 

to improve health outcomes for life.  

Benefits of High Quality Early Education: Preschool Focus 

High quality education and pre-k includes the administration of evidence based child care 

practices delivered to improve physical and cognitive outcomes for children, preparing them for 

school and ensuring an equitable start, no matter their circumstances (Donoghue, 2017).  The 

delivery of education to children ages 0-5 is proven to produce the greatest effects among 

disadvantaged and vulnerable children, and English-language learners (WHO, n.d.; Phillips, 

Lipsey,Dodge, Haskins, Bassok, Burchinal…& Weiland, 2017).  There is some evidence that 

investments in high quality childcare have lasting positive benefits into adulthood and for 

society; for example, children who attend quality pre-k are three times likely to attend college, 



and much less likely to participate in criminal activity (Strong Start Tucson, n.d.). This is crucial 

in theory, as effective interventions of high quality education may reduce potential costs to 

society, and accrue net benefits over time per child. Costs that could be prevented include those 

that might be spent on remedial education services, social welfare programs, and criminal justice 

system expenditures (Strong Start Tucson, n.d.). 

There is evidence supporting the effectiveness of early education in improving 

kindergarten readiness, and the academic success of children who receive high quality preschool 

compared to children who did not attend preschool however it is less clear how long benefits 

persist beyond 3rd grades. The evidence for long term preschool effects is less robust, in that 

high quality preschool may provide an effective foundation for future success, but does not 

guarantee results (Philips et al., 2017; Hahn, Barnett, Knopf, Truman, Johnson, Fielding… & 

Community Preventative Services Task Force, 2016). This is likely due to a variety of factors 

including children’s experiences before preschool and after preschool (i.e. elementary school), 

and variations in quality between programs, and the methods and types of measures used to 

assess preschool impact (Philips et al., 2017; Farran, 2016).  

Despite the limited evidence for positive effects over time from high quality preschool, 

early education researchers and leaders continue to support the continued implementation of high 

quality ECE, along with careful research to continue improving and understand how children’s 

gains may be sustained over time (Philips et al., 2017). Evidence from older longitudinal studies 

indicate there may be benefits that take years to identify. There is, therefore, broad agreement  

that high quality early care and education administered as early as possible is likely helpful for 

most children, can be an important work support to families, and has the potential to produce 



economic gains for society (Philips et al., 2017; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering 

and Medicine, 2018). 

Federal, State, City and County Efforts to Increase Access and Quality 

There has been a long-term federal investment in pre-K in the form of the Head Start 

program that serves 750,000 disadvantaged children ages 3 and 4 across the nation (cite). Federal 

preschool development grants also funded all or partial slots for 56,000 children in 2018 

(Friedman-Krauss, Barnett, Garver, Hodges, Weisenfeld, DiCrecchio ,2019). However, federal 

support “is waning” Including Head Start and other federal programs, 44% of 4-year-olds and 

16% of 3-year-olds were served in pre-k programs (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2019). As federal 

support for pre-k “wanes” (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2019, p. 5), states, cities and counties have 

stepped forward, funding more than 882,000 seats in state-funded preschool since 2002 (this 

does not include local funding efforts).  

Since 1990, the number of public pre-k programs that have been implemented across the 

United States at the local level has tripled (Philips et al., 2017). These programs focus on 

supplying more stable, high quality pre-k seats, garnishing support through the concept that 

education is an investment (Philips et al., 2017). These programs vary in length of the program 

(i.e. full-day vs. half-day, full-year vs. school-year, whether there is a curriculum), and often 

resort to creative solutions and working within constraints, particularly funding constraints, to 

achieve their goals of improving access. The oldest of these initiatives includes NC for Pre-K in 

North Carolina, which receives funds from state lottery taxes. Other programs include First 

Class Pre-K in Alabama, funded by state general revenues, the Seattle Preschool Program in 

Washington operating on a sales tax, School Readiness in Salt Lake City, Utah which uses social 

impact bonds, and Cincinnati Preschool Promise in Cincinnati, Ohio. 



Some of these programs now reach most of their intended populations - often some 

combination of 4 and 3 year-olds, while other programs are still in their ramp-up phase. Each 

program provides their own evaluations, or contracts with 3rd parties to conduct their own 

evaluations and reports annually, which are used to inform the public and policymakers about the 

success of the programs. Other organizations produce reports to discuss successes and challenges 

across programs, including the National Institute for Early Education Research, the RAND 

Corporation, Brookings Institution and City Health which provides some comparisons between 

each program. Despite these reports and attempts to compile “learning lessons”, there is very 

little synthesis of information across programs about the issues and challenges in implementing 

city or county-level programs in their initial years, particularly during ramp-up. 

Arizona and Pima County: Efforts to Increase Access and Quality 

Arizona’s preschool landscape has been evaluated in many of these reports, including the 

2018 State of Preschool conducted by the NIEER. This report states that in 2018, Arizona 

enrolled less than 10% of 4-year-olds in their state, and under 5% of their 3-year-olds (excluding 

Head Start enrollments). State-wide, the federal Head Start program served 13,814 3 and 4-year-

olds, and a federal preschool development grant supported 4,569 (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2019). 

Arizona met less than half of the quality benchmarks set by NIEER, and appears to be enrolling 

less 4-year-olds than they were in earlier years, although they are enrolling more 3-year-olds. 

The majority of state funding for pre-k programs across the state is allocated from state tobacco 

tax revenues, which started in 2006. First Things First is the lead agency and initiative that was 

created in 2006 to improve access and quality to a range of early childhood services. It provides 

Quality First scholarships to children (5,256 to preschool children in 2017-18), and administers 

the child care quality rating system for Arizona - Quality First.  



In Tucson, Arizona, 49% of children age 0-5 live in childcare deserts, and 89% of 

children ages 0-5 live in high-quality child care deserts, i.e. zip codes where there are at least 30 

children under 5 with little or no center-based care (Tanoue, DeBlois, Daws & Walsh, 2017). In 

2018, the cost of center-based preschool in Arizona is $10,687 which raises concern over cost 

and access ("The US and the High Cost of Child Care: 2018", 2019). Other studies have given 

insight into the cost burdens that might accrue for taxpayers if no action is taken in Pima County. 

In 2017-2018, the City of Tucson sought to pass a sales tax to support an initiative called Strong 

Start Tucson which aimed to expand access to high quality early childhood education for 3 and 

4-year-olds. Although this first initiative failed, efforts are currently underway to create a new 

initiative for Pima County in 2018-2019: the Pima County Preschool Initiative Program (PCPIP, 

see: https://www.strongstarttucson.org).  

With a new local policy initiative being considered, this research project hopes to address 

the following questions by looking to similar communities, cities, and counties that have passed 

initiatives and implemented programs using their own local dollars: 

1. How long does it take to build quality and expand preschool capacity?  

2. What are the challenges with increasing the supply of childcare when new 

 funding becomes available in a new county/city initiative? 

3. What challenges were identified during implementation of these initiatives?   



 

The Current Study 

In this study, we identified four initiatives based on selected characteristics that were 

similar to Pima County and addressed the study questions using by examining publicly available 

data.   

A practical aim of this thesis is to provide information that may inform local efforts in 

Pima County to increase access to high quality pre-k. Using publicly available documents (e.g.  

annual reports, budgets, planning documents, agreements, annual evaluations and news coverage 

of the programs) we aimed to compare implementation successes and challenges of different 

initiatives in expanding capacity, creating access, instituting high quality, and also incentivizing 

a high-quality workforce. Ideally, these may inform learning lessons and recommendations for 

Pima County stakeholders as they build their initiative.  

Methods 

To examine the study’s questions, an examination of selected cases of city/county 

initiatives throughout the United States was conducted.   

An initial scoping review of existing scholarly literature was initiated. After screening a 

portion of the results, we determined that there was a general lack of published peer-reviewed 

data specifically on effects of state or local initiatives on the local childcare market, and the 

effects of adding funding into the market. These 2 searches revealed at least one article on the 

childcare market regarding crowd-out of private providers, but minimal information regarding 

the questions this project hoped to answer, specific to city and county initiatives. We then 

discontinued this search strategy. 



 Table 1: Initial scoping review 

Scoping 
Review 

Search 1 Search 2 

Database Academic Search Ultimate Google Scholar 

Limits 1992-2018 
English 
NOT diet, food, nutrition, eating 

Without words: nutrition eating 
malnutrition obesity 
Words occur in article 
Date 2000-2019 

Keywords preschool or pre-school or pre-k or 
pre-kindergarten or early childhood 
education or ECE or child care or 
childcare AND funding or finance or 
market or demand AND state or states 
of county or counties or city or cities 
NOT diet or food or nutrition or eating 

All words: Preschool childcare market 
Exact phrase: high quality early 
childhood education 
 

# of 
articles 

986 701 

Screened 55 100 

 

Thus, to find more valuable information, a simple Google search for different initiatives 

by state and city was used to specifically answer questions about provider behavior and 

challenges in implementing programs. The information was assembled to review different 

“cases”, or city or county initiatives, detailing each of these factors below, and findings were 

tracked in an excel sheet. 

 

State/City Date Launched Name of Initiative  Program timeline 

 Funding mechanism(s) Children served over time  Actual # of children served  

Expansion over time   Implementation Goals  Provider Incentives  

 



After conducting this search, it was apparent that this study would be unable to analyze 

every initiative in the United States. Thus, criteria were assembled to select which case studies 

would be included. After selecting each case that would be included in the project, we began data 

collection. 

Case Selection 

 The city/county initiatives were selected based on features the authors thought might be 

relevant to Pima County. This included: 1) initiative year, 2) type of program, 3) funding type 

(e.g. sales tax, property tax), 4) population size (e.g. similar in size to pima county), 5) 

demographics (e.g. substantial Hispanic population), 6) percentage of children in poverty, 7) 

political classification (e.g. republican or democratic-controlled state legislature), and 8) other 

factors similar to Pima County.  

 Below, the selected initiatives chosen which we thought may best inform Pima County 

are provided in Table 2. The different types of program initiatives varied along the factors 

selected. Some varied in program type, for example: First 8 Memphis was implemented at the 

county level, but with funding by both the county and city, Pre-K 4 SA was at the city level, and 

Cincinnati Preschool Program was at the school district level. Programs varied by age, some 

were older, like Denver Preschool Program and some were newer, like First 8 Memphis; I 

selected programs in both red and blue states. Communities varied in demographics and levels of 

child poverty.   



Table 2: Different factors and considerations of initiative case studies 
 
City/ 
County/ 
State 

Name of 
Preschool 
Initiative 
and year 

Type of 
Program1 

Program 
Funding 1 

Total 
Population 

Demograp
hics % 
Census 
2017 

Median 
Income 
Census 
2017 

Children 
in poverty 
<5 

D or R 
Controlled 
State 
legislature  

Other characteristics to 
note 

Pima 
County  
 
 

PCPIP 
(tentative)7 

Targeted, 
scholarships 
for 4-year-olds 
under 200% 
FPL, full day, 
full year, high 
quality 7 

Diverting 
funds from 
property 
tax + 
interest 7 

1,039,073  White, 
non-
Hispanic, 
and 
Hispanic 2 

$48,676 2 25% under  
age 5 2 

Red State 50% of 3 &4 year olds 
under 200 % FPL 
Only 20% of children in 
Pima County attend high 
quality early childhood 
education. 12,000 
scholarship goal. 7 

Denver 
County, CO 
and Denver 
City, CO 

Denver 
Preschool 
Program, 
2006 

Universal 
eligibility for 
both city and 
county of 
Denver 4- 
year-olds 

.12 then .15 
cent sales 
tax 

704,621 Primarily 
White, 
non-
Hispanic 
and 
Hispanic 

$45,000 
(2006) 
(Kidscount)   
 $60,098 in 
2017 (cite)   

In 2006, 
over 30% 
poverty 
rate for 
children 
under 5, 
(ACS) 16% 
under age 5 
in 2016 11 

 

Blue state Focus on full day, full 
year care initially, and 
then for both 3 and 4 year 
olds since the increase 
sales tax passed from the 
original tax. Include both 
public schools and 
community providers. 

San 
Antonio, TX 

Pre-K for SA, 
2013 

City, targeted, 
4 year olds 
eligible for 
free state 
tuition for full 
day pre-k by 
criterion 

Sales tax 
(1/8) 
increase or 
.125 cent 

1,511,946 
(2017) 

Majority 
Hispanic, 
White non-
Hispanic, 
primarily, 
then other 
races 

$50,044 9 48%  Red state10 The initiative includes 
supporting success 
beyond age 4 by offering 
free training beyond pre-k 
providers and teachers, to 
K-3 leaders, principals, 
community members, and 
teachers. Created 4 
50,000 square feet centers 
to build capacity. City 
government jurisdiction, 
teachers are city 
employees. 



 

 

 

City/ 
County/ 
State 

Name of 
Preschool 
Initiative 
and year  

Type of 
Program 

Program 
Funding  

Total 
Population 

Demograp
hics % 
Census 
2017 

Median 
Income 
Census 
2017  

Children 
in poverty 
<5 

D or R 
Controlled 
State 
legislature  

Other characteristics to 
note 

Cincinnati, 
OH 

Cincinnati 
Preschool 
Promise, 
2016 

City, targeted 
to 4 year olds 

5 year 
public 
school levy 

301,301 Primarily 
half White 
non-
Hispanic, 
half Black 
or African 
American14 

$34,629 47% 14 Red state 8  United Way 
Cincinnati Preschool 
Promise, LLC nonprofit 
status and supplies tuition to 
children in Cincinnati 
school district (Step Up To 
Quality Rating system)15 

Shelby 
County, TN 

First 8 
Memphis, 
2018  

Full “need 
based 
enrollment” 
for 4- year-
olds meeting 
one of the 
three 
eligibility tiers 
demonstrating 
high need Also 
0-3 year old 
ECE childcare 
addressed. 

1% 
property 
tax 
diversion 
(Memphis 
city) + 
County set 
aside + 
Private 
donors  

936,000 5  Majority 
Black (over 
50%), then 
White non-
Hispanic, 
Hispanic, 
and other 12 

$48,415   45% 6 Red state 4 The initiative is part of a 
larger strategy to help 
prepare children for 
kindergarten and sustain the 
effects of pre-k beyond 3rd 
grade. This means a  0-8 age 
focus, where one of the 
components is pre-k quality 
and access to four year olds, 
but the program focuses on 
continuity  
Participated in PDG, the  
Federal preschool 
development grant. 

Parker, Diffey, Atchison (Feb. 2018)1 , U.S. Census (n.d.)2, "Arizona State Senate - Ballotpedia" (2019)3, "Tennessee Election Results 2016: President Live Map by County, Real-Time 
Voting Updates" (2019)4, U.S. Census (2017) 5, Seeding Success (Feb. 8, 2018).6, Jacks & Lynn. (March 13, 2019)7, “Party control of Ohio state government-Ballotpedia” (2019)8, Royall, 
E. (Sept. 14, 2018)9, “Arizona State Senate - Ballotpedia.” (2019).10, “Denver Children’s Affairs.” (2017).11 ,  "The State of Children in Memphis and Shelby County" (2019)12 , “Pre-K4SA 
Calling the Election”, 2012)13, Karoly et al. (2016)14 ,  Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC (2016).15 

 



The case studies examined in this report, included Denver, Colorado; San Antonio, 

Texas; Cincinnati, Ohio; and Shelby County, Tennessee. 

 The program, Denver Preschool Program, was selected primarily for its age, beginning 

in 2006, and its success in ramping up to quality and capacity over 10 years. It was also selected 

since the efforts were funded through a sales tax initiative at the County level, which is relevant 

as Pima County had initially selected a sales tax as its funding base Additionally, Denver’s 

population had a larger Hispanic population, as does Pima County, and very similar median 

incomes and poverty rates for children, although those have improved in recent years, but was 

high relative to their initiative launch date. They provide tuition for children to attend a high 

quality program, which was similar to Pima County who will be issuing scholarships. Lastly, 

Colorado is a blue state, and Denver is a blue city, unlike Arizona and Pima County. 

San Antonio, Texas’ initiative for Pre-K 4 SA was selected on the grounds in that they 

targeted children who met criterion for tuition based on their family income. Although not a 

county, San Antonio is a large city, with a population slightly larger than Pima County, and a 

slightly higher median income level, but very similar poverty rates. Additionally, San Antonio is 

a blue city in a red state, like Tucson, the largest city in Pima County. San Antonio is also 

dominated by their Hispanic population, which is similar to Pima County. This initiative, Pre-K 

4 SA, will help inform efforts on providing expansions and quality for children who may be in a 

childcare desert, and learning lessons in expansion and ramp-up of pre-k. 

Cincinnati, Ohio and its very new program Cincinnati Preschool Promise (CPP) was 

selected because of its inclusion of both public-school providers and providers in the community 

(similar to the proposed PCPIP model), its high poverty rate - nearly half the population of 

children under age 5 live in poverty, and the fact that they are a blue city in a red state. Although 



they have a lower median income level, and a larger African-American population than Pima 

County, both have a large, very poor, minority population, where access to pre-k may be poor. 

Additionally, they provide tuition to children, and are improving the quality of seats among 

existing providers, which will have important learning lessons for providers. 

 Last, Shelby County, Tennessee’s First 8 Memphis was selected for many reasons. The 

median income of a family household is very similar to Pima County, and their population size 

was not far off from Pima County. Additionally, they have a large minority population, although 

not a large Hispanic population. They have participated in PDG federal grants, like Arizona. 

Additionally, the initiative was chosen due to the cooperation between the City of Memphis and 

Shelby County to fund the initiative together. The initiative has not yet been launched, but 

having created the initiative to maintain quality seats from years before, there are still lessons to 

be learned. 

Data Sources 

The research incorporated in this project is pulled mostly from initiative web sites, annual 

reports and budgets, planning documents, agreements, annual evaluations and local news articles 

covering the programs. References in these documents were sometimes used, as were broader 

reports that summarized information across initiatives and that tried to synthesize lessons across 

initiatives. A spreadsheet was maintained to organize resources and information on specific case 

studies. I used a spreadsheet to track the following information, which was meant to assemble 

key elements of each case: 

 

 



Table 3: Data elements collected per case study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sometimes the data collected and assembled into results was collected for the purpose of 

comparison between case study programs, and sometimes the data collected was assembled into 

individual tables for each case study that was specific to the information procured after elaborate 

scans for data. This means that although we strived to collect information equally across each 

program, certain information was unknown based on how it was collected and reported in 

evaluations and reports, and information that could be found in one program’s reports was absent 

in another programs. Lastly, sometimes data was collected for both case studies, but was only 

assembled into a table for one case study, such as in the case of data discussing “budget and 

 Notes 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 

Name of initiative and start year  
Implementation Leaders  
Quality Rating System  
City/ County  
Focal age and criteria for those served  
Budget Breakdown  
Initiative funding structure and intention   
Projected time to full implementation  
Total population of children of focal age  
Total number enrolled serving pre-initiative  
Total number enrolled pre-initiative - in "high quality"  
Total number of children aim to serve in program  
Number of kids plan to serve each year 
Number actually served so far  
Reflection on differences in success of implementation 
Challenges, barriers, to ramp up  
Workforce  
Notes    
Unknowns  
Summary/Findings  
Sources    
 



funding” or “program eligibility”. This type of information was assembled into tables when the 

information was not digestible in the standard written format. Below, the data assembled in each 

table throughout the report can be seen below. 

  



 

Table 4:  Data Elements per program table 

  
City/County  
Name of initiative/program 
Implementation period  
Funding of initiative  
Target population   
Goal of the initiative 

Table 5: Initiative Background 

Per Program 
Initiative passage 
Pre-initiative landscape 
Participation requirements and criteria 
Budget and Funding 
Program and implementation goals 
Program status and implementation success 
  Access 
  Capacity 
  Quality 
  Workforce 
Learning Lessons   

Case study subheadings  

Pre-initiative year  
Total population of preschool age children 
# of providers (school and center based)Existing # of slots   
% of high quality slots  
Children served in high quality preschool (%)/ (n/x)  
Demand (children in need)   
Measure of Capacity (% )  
Gap in quality, capacity, or financial access for children? 

Pre-Initiative Landscape 
Table 6a, 7a, 8a, 9a 
 

Denver, CO 
Program Year:  
Implementation Goal:  
   % of eligible 4 year olds aim to serve  
Actual Implementation Outcome:    
    # of providers and sites in DPP 
    # of 4 year olds served in DPP 
    # of 4 year olds in high quality DPP   
   % of high quality providers in DPP 
   % of 4 year olds served in DPP in Denver County 
   % of 4 year olds in high quality DPP  
Goal Achieved? 
 

 
Table 6b. Implementation 
Status - Denver, CO 
 

San Antonio, TX 
Revenues  
   Price $  
   Percent% 
Expenditures 

 
Table 7b: San Antonio Pre-K 4 
SA Program Budget 
 
 



   Price $ 
   Percent % 
 
Pre-K4SA Criteria for participation  
Tuition 
Age 
Location of residence 
Eligibility 
Location of Pre-K 
 
Pre-K 4 SA Competitive grants for providers open 2018-2019 
Number of years  
Provider Eligibility 
Funding 
6 goals that must be met 
 
Program year 
Implementation Goal?   
   Total # of children served   
   # of seats created from new centers  
   # of children served from grant awards   
   # of tuition paying participants  
Actual Implementation  
   Actual # of free attending children  
   Actual # of  tuition paying children  
   Actual # of children with scholarship  
   Actual # of children served from grant awards  
   Total number of children served 
Implementation Goal Achieved? 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 7c: San Antonio 
Preschool Program Eligibility 
Criteria 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7d: Pre-K 4 SA 
Competitive Grant Eligibility 
Criteria 
 
 
 
Table 7e: Implementation Status 
– San Antonio, TX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cincinnati, OH    
Allocation of Funds 
School Year 2017/2018 
School Year 2018/2019 
School Year 2019/2020  
School Year 2020/2021  
School Year 2021/2022 
 
Program year  
Implementation goal  
  # of new quality seats made available annually (by provider type) 
  # children aim to serve 
Actual implementation outcome  
  # of new seats by provider type 
  # of children receiving tuition assistance 
Implementation Goal Achieved? 
  

 
Table 8b Allocation of Funds – 
Cincinnati, OH  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 8c: Implementation Status 
– Cincinnati, OH 
 
 

Shelby County, TN 
Program year 
Implementation Goal   
  #of seats to create 
 # of classrooms  

 
Table 9c. Implementation Status 
– Pre-initiative PDG Grant 
Memphis 
 



Actual implementation outcome  
  Actual # of seats created   
  Total aggregated # seats      
  # of classrooms created  
  # of children enrolled 
Goals Fulfilled? 
 
Funding Source 
Current Funds $ 
Classrooms #  
Additional Available Funds $ 
Estimate total cost  
 
Year  
Preschool Goals (4 year olds)   
# of seats funded  
# of classrooms  
Funds needed  
Childcare Goals (0-3 year olds) 
# of children served  
Funds needed 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 9c: First 8 Memphis 
funding landscape in Shelby 
County, TN  
 
 
Table 9d. Implementation Goals 
- Shelby County, TN, First 8 
Memphis 
 

Initiative Name and City  
1. How long does it take to build quality and expand preschool capacity?  
2. What are the challenges with increasing the supply of childcare when new 
funding becomes available in a new county/city initiative? 
3. What challenges were identified during implementation of these initiatives?   

Table 10 Lessons learned 

 

Some case studies have more tables than others, however, each case study has a 

subheading in the results section to discuss the different aspects of the cases discussed, even if it 

does not have a table explaining the content. 

 Each implementation table was designed based off the known goals discussed in the 

program per year, and the information collected annually. These tables help to evaluate ramp up 

time, and whether goals were met. If goals were not met in a year or over many years, there is 

likely a challenge that was faced by the program, and likely an associated learning lesson. 

Additionally, certain programs were included in other reports conducted by outside agencies, and 

these reports were able to shed light on challenges faced by programs, such as challenges in 

access, or workforce. 



Uniquely, Shelby County’s First 8 Memphis has not been implemented at this time. Thus, 

an implementation table for the ramp-up of a predecessor grant was included in the pre-initiative, 

while the implementation goals for First 8 Memphis were laid out in a separate table and section.  

Limitations 

Sometimes data could not be located using available documents. This is denoted by: 

“Data was not located” in the tables. It cannot be determined whether the data exists, but is not 

available publicly, or it was not collected.  

 “TBA” is applied to denote the term “to be announced” if the year in which the goal is to 

be implemented has not taken place yet. 

Within a table, the term “n/a” is shown to represent “not applicable”. This means that the 

data in a given column does not apply in a given row. 

Results 

 To address each case study I first compared the pre-school initiatives based on their 

funding structures, implementation timelines, and overarching goals.  I then assessed each case 

individually, looked at the specifics of their program, including how they funded the program, 

background information on capacity and demand for early childhood education prior to the 

initiative, their budget and funding structures, and program requirements. Then I examined how 

they addressed access, capacity, quality, and workforce in their implementation goals, as well as 

how well they achieved their goals. I addressed each case study in order that they were 

implemented, starting with Denver, Colorado’s Denver Preschool Program; San Antonio, 

Texas’s Pre-K 4 SA, Cincinnati, Ohio’s Cincinnati Preschool Promise; and Shelby County, 



Tennessee’s First 8 Memphis. I will then discuss the learning lessons from each initiative, and 

formally address each question by comparing each case.  

 The different initiatives outlined in Table 5 are listed by year of implementation. Each 

initiative has different implementation periods. The shortest implementation period is that of 

Shelby County, which had already undergone a series of ramp-ups through a 4 year federal grant. 

Each initiative is subject to be refinanced to maintain funding for the program. These initiatives 

are either still in the process of implementing their associated programs, so have not been subject 

to a “sunset clause” yet (Cincinnati, Shelby County, San Antonio ), or saw success in obtaining 

renewed funding (Denver). 



Table 5. Initiative Background 

 

City/County Name of 
initiative/program 

Implementation 
period 

Funding of initiative Target population Goal of the initiative 

Denver Preschool 
Matters/Denver 
Preschool 
Program 

2007-2017 (10 
years) 

Dedicated $00.12 cent sales 
tax, brings in $10-11 million 
dollars annually; increase tax 
to $00.15 cents in 2014 

All 4-year olds in Denver County, 
universal preschool 

65-70% of children served by 
the program in Denver 
County; 50,000 children 
aggregate served by year 
2017. 

San Antonio Pre-K 4 SA 2013-2021 (8 
years) 

Dedicated $00.125 cent sales 
tax or 1/8th cent sales tax, 
brings in $33.6 million 

Free care for children age 4 <185% of 
FPL, homeless, veteran family, foster 
child, or non-English speaker 

3700 served annually, 22,400 
served over 8 years, goal to 
serve 65% of 5700 children 
who qualify for free, full day 
preschool (3700/5700) 

Cincinnati 
 

Cincinnati 
Preschool 
Promise 

2016-2022 (6 
years) 

Emergency District Tax Levy, 
$15 million dollars annually 
out of $33 million annual levy 
for schools 

Preschool aged children considered 
impoverished (<200% FPL) within 
CPS district (eligible for free state 
funded preschool 
 

85% percent of the children 
in our 10-county region to be 
kindergarten-ready by 2020 

Shelby 
County 

First 8, Memphis 2018- 2021 (3 
years) 

The city of Memphis is 
diverting $1.2 million in 
property tax (1% of the 
property tax rate)+ phased in 
tax incentives from businesses 
to meet a grand total of $6 
million put forth from 
Memphis (c ) Additionally, the 
County is trying to put forth 
$1.5 million on top of ongoing 
$3.5 million already put forth = 
$5 million (d ) Private donors 
have put forth $23 million (d) 

All children age 4 in Shelby County 
whom demonstrate need according to 
the 3 tiers from Community Pre-K 
Advisory Program (C-PAC)  (a) 

Universal/full needs based 
goal (a,c); 85% (a) county 
enrollment Goal for 90% 
kindergarten readiness goal 
by 2025 serving the 20,000 
0-5 aged population (a).  
Want to serve 90% 
[8500/9456] of income 
eligible children to address 
all children defined to be in 
need (c ) 

 
 



 Each initiative brought in different levels of funding, in different ways and aimed to serve 

overlapping populations. Both San Antonio and Denver used a sales tax, and had similar years of 

implementation. San Antonio brought in the most funding annually, to help improve capacity 

and quality of preschool for all 4-year-olds meeting criteria.  Cincinnati utilized public education 

funds to improve quality, capacity and access through a levy. Shelby County is securing funding 

from the county, city, and private donors to see that they may continue to fund preschool 

capacity and quality.  Each program and initiative targeted a specific population, where each 

program serves children age 4 and targets or takes into account children who are low income 

and/or qualify as high risk. This applies to each case except Denver, which universally targets all 

4-year-olds by providing tuition on a sliding scale. 



Denver, Colorado  

Initiative Passage – Denver Preschool Program 

In 2006, the consolidated government between Denver County and the City of Denver put 

together the “Preschool Matters” initiative. This initiative would fund the Denver Preschool 

Program and bring in $10-11 million dollars annually through a $00.12 cent sales tax with the 

primary goal of helping all families with four-year-olds afford quality preschool (Landrum and 

Yankovich, n.d.). This initiative narrowly passed, winning with about 51% of the vote despite 

the lack of counter campaign (Mission Spark Strategies for Social Impact, 2016). Stated 

opposition included religious groups concerned about crowd-out of religious providers of ECE 

(Landrum and Yankovich, n.d.). Successful passage was owed in part to the business 

community, which helped guide and finance the $1.5 million-dollar campaign for early 

childhood education as well as assisted the steering committee in its planning (Landrum and 

Yankovich, n.d.) 

In 2014, Denver launched a campaign to seek public support for an extension for the 

program before the sunset clause arrived in 2017. They not only sought to rally support to extend 

the program, but to expand the current sales tax to $00.15 cents. This initiative to extend the 

program and its funding would win a greater percentage of voters than the initial initiative 

passage, and the increase in sales tax aimed to help create an operating reserve to buffer against 

economic boom-bust cycles (which leads to sales tax fluctuation) (Landrum and Yankovich, n.d.; 

Mission Spark, 2016). It also aimed: 1) to help meet the growing demand for full- and extended-

day programming, 2) to reinstate and sustain year-round programming, and 3) to keep up with 

the rising cost of preschool (Landrum and Yankovich. n.d.).  

 



Pre-initiative landscape 

To provide insight into the success of the Denver program, it is important to examine the 

landscape of quality and capacity prior to the program. See Table X.  

Table 6a. Pre-initiative landscape in Denver, Colorado 2007 

 Pre-
initiative 
year 

Total population of preschool 
age children  

# of 
providers 
(school 
and 
center 
based) 

Existing 
# of 
slots  

% of 
high 
quality 
slots 

Children 
served in 
high 
quality 
preschool 
(%)/ 
(n/x) 

Demand 
(children 
in need) 

Measure of 
Capacity 
(%) 

Gap in 
quality, 
capacity, 
or 
financial 
access 
for 
children? 

Denver, 
CO 

2007 8,180 (2012 ACS) or 9,180 
(2014) 2,,5 

Data was 
not 
located 

12,000 
for age 
3&4 2 

Data 
was 
not 
located 

Data was 
not 
located 

Data 
was not 
located 

41% (for 3 
and 4 year 
olds)1 

Primarily 
difficulty 
in access 
to 
quality 
slots 

1. Kids Count Data Center. (n.d.) 
2. The Office of Children’s Affairs (2014) 
3. The Office of Children’s Affairs (2018) 
4. U.S. Census Bureau. (n.d.) 
5. Colorado Department of Local Affairs (n.d.) 

* preschool aged children ages 3 and 4 years old 
** high quality rating varies by city/county/state rating system  
*** Capacity = total slots available/total population, includes population that may not be interested in 
program 
**** Children served in high quality pre-k = (% of high quality slots x existing # of slots)/total pre-k aged 
population (includes population that may not be interested in program) 
*****Demand = (estimated children without slots)/(total population 3&4 year olds) 

 

Unfortunately, data could not be located on the number of quality slots available to 

preschoolers in Denver prior to the passage of the initiative, and the data that is available is 

difficult to interpret. In terms of existing capacity, in 2013 there were approximately 12,628 

actual slots (as opposed to licensed child care slots) for all preschoolers in in all programs in 

Denver. It is important to note that this data comes 5 years after the implementation of DPP, but 

this was the only year that data on capacity was estimated for all programs and providers. While 

it may not give a good estimate of baseline capacity before DPP, it provides insight into the 
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provider landscape early in the initiative.  Further, according to the Colorado Department of 

Local Affairs, the total population in that year, 2013, between 3 and 4-year olds was 16,532 

children (8,328 age 3, 8212 age 4), suggesting that there were possibly slots for about 76% 

(12,628/16,532 x 100) of all preschool-aged children in Denver in that year. However, 

enrollment rates tell a different story and emphasize access; one article stated that as of 2006, 

only 7% of 4-year olds in Denver were actually enrolled in preschool, although there is no 

citation or report backing this statistic (The Denver Post, 2012).  Looking instead at 2006 and 

2012 enrollment rates, the number of preschoolers aged 3 and 4 years old enrolled in preschool 

went up from 41% in 2006 to 56% in 2012, putting about 12,000 children aged 3 and 4 enrolled 

in preschool in 2012 (The Office of Children’s Affairs, 2014). This original enrollment rate 

could possibly indicate that a gap in capacity existed, but only if access and affordability was not 

responsible for the initial lower enrollment of preschool aged children.  

Using the enrollment rate provided is also troubling due to the fact that they don’t 

provide a denominator on how they accrued an enrollment rate of 41% or 56% of all 3 and 4 -

year olds. Their percentages imply that their denominator, or total number of children in Denver 

ages 3 and 4 is actually 21,428, or about 10,714 each.  However, the total population between 3 

and 4-year-olds in Denver County, Colorado in 2006 was 16,869 children (8,723 children age 3 

and 8,146 children age 4) while the total population for ages 3 and 4 in 2012 was 16,784 (8510 

age 3, 8274 age 4) (Colorado Department of Local Affairs, n.d.) Based on these numbers, I could 

not determine  how they determined enrollment rates for 2012 (12,000 children) was equivalent 

to 56% of children age 3 and 4 enrolled in preschool, as this does not logistically make sense 

with given population measures.  Thus, there is some inconsistency in how capacity and 



enrollment was either measured or reported pre-initiative, thus conclusions that can be made 

about capacity pre-initiative are limited. 

DPP data suggests that the possible gap in capacity and quality, at least for 4-year olds, 

may not have been very large pre-initiative. From a DPP program evaluation in 2011-12 and 

2012-13 (initiative years 4 and 5) the program was serving 70% of all 4-year-olds in Denver, or 

about 6,000 of the 8,500 4-year-olds in Denver at that time, and 85% of those children being 

served were in high-quality rated programs (An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program: 

2010-11, 2011). Therefore, it would appear that they were able to serve a majority of children 

not that far into their initiative, suggesting perhaps the fact that capacity was not a primary issue 

as much as access. 

Lastly, there was a predecessor initiative by the state known as Colorado Preschool 

Program launched in 1988, that began efforts to improve access to early education for high risk 

kids ages 3-5 in Colorado in 1992 (The National Institute for Early Education Research, 2017). 

This program as of 2017 helps fund early child education for over 26,000 children in Colorado, 

with a budget of $100 million dollars for mostly district contracted, high-quality slots, and 

reaches about 23% of Colorado’s children ages 5 and under. Most of these participating children 

are aged 4, receive half day care, and are served in public schools, although some are served in 

community and home-based centers (Browning, 2017; Colorado Department of Education, n.d.). 

Thus, these existing efforts from the CPP state initiative may have contributed to the provider 

landscape in Denver prior to DPP, An interesting possibility is that CPP’s own reputation and 

familiarity to current Denver providers, and DPP’s similarity to CPP, may have increased the 

willingness or providers to participate in DPP. 



Overall, it is difficult to characterize whether a gap in capacity existed before the 

initiative or whether there was a significant gap in quality, but it seems most likely that the 

primary problem Denver families faced, especially for low-income families and families in 

childcare deserts, was access to high-quality providers and sites (Browning, 2017; The Office of 

Children’s Affairs 2014 and 2018). 

Participation requirements and criteria 

 The Denver Preschool Program was launched halfway through 2007 with the creation of 

the nonprofit, Denver Preschool Program. DPP’s primary purpose is to distribute tuition credits 

for all 4-year-olds to afford quality preschool year-round, and boost all preschool providers to 

quality, including both public schools and community providers. Affordability of preschool is 

especially difficult in Denver; childcare costs Denver families approximately 34% of their annual 

expenses, which is more than food and housing combined (The Office of Children’s Affairs, 

2014). The tuition credits would be administered monthly on a sliding scale directly to 

participating providers on behalf of families. The highest subsidies would be awarded to low 

income families. with considerations to the cost of operating high-quality programs. Criteria 

considered in granting tuition credits include: 1) financial need of the family, 2) cost to operate 

the program determined by quality of the program (i.e. cost differential), 3) hours child 

participates, and 4) other financial means of family/if other subsidies provided ( “An Evaluation 

of the Denver Preschool Program: 2009-10", 2010),c).  

In terms of eligibility for providers, any provider may participate if they are licensed by 

the State of Colorado, serve children who live in Denver. This means that a provider living 

outside of the City and County of Denver may participate. Additionally, the program was 

designed to give parents a choice in where their child may attend, allowing tuition credit to 



follow a child if they should move schools (The Office of Children’s Affairs, 2018; "Denver 

Preschool Program Story”, 2019). To improve quality, participating providers could accept these 

tuition credits if they agreed to participate in a three-part quality rating and improvement 

program, including an orientation, quality rating OR coaching support, and the creation of a 

quality improvement plan (The Office of Children’s Affairs, 2018, Landrum and Yankovich 

n.d.). This plan would include evidence-based goals for quality improvements, which were 

funded by grants and facilitated through technical assistance, coaching, training, and continuous 

reviews of quality improvements (Mission Spark, 2016). 

In 2015, the State of Colorado launched the quality rating and improvement system 

known as Colorado Shines, which replaced DPP’s own rating system, which incorporates the 

“Pre-K Classroom Assessment Scoring System” (CLASS). This new rating and improvement 

program “assesses quality in five domains: (1) Workforce Qualifications and Professional 

Development, (2) Family Partnerships, (3) Leadership, Management and Administration, (4) 

Learning Environment and (5) Child Health Promotion.” (Mission Spark, 2016, p.48)  

Budget and funding 

The budget implemented annually allocated 70% of revenue of their $10-13 million-

dollar budget funding for tuition credits, 10% for quality improvements, 5% for community 

outreach, 4% for administration, 3% for enrollment and customer support services, 3% for 

evaluation, and 2% for other contracted services (Mission Spark, 2016; Landrum and Yankovich, 

n.d.).  Note, there was no set aside for building spaces, or for supporting provider expansion, 

only quality improvements and quality ratings of providers, suggesting that they have relied on 

the market and quality accreditation incentives to bring in providers. This is consistent across 

years, as the program initially reported that in 2007, they had allocated 80% for tuition credits for 



children and to provide grants to preschools to improve quality of programs, 5% to administer 

the program, and 15% to pay contractors to “undertake the program operations and to evaluate 

the program” (Landrum and Yankovich, n.d.).   

Budget and funding 

The budget implemented annually allocated 70% of revenue of their $10-13 million 

dollar budget funding for tuition credits, 10% for quality improvements, 5% for community 

outreach, 4% for administration, 3% for enrollment and customer support services, 3% for 

evaluation, and 2% for other contracted services (Mission Spark Strategies for Social Impact, 

2016).  Note, there is no set aside for building spaces, or for supporting provider expansion, only 

quality improvements and quality ratings of providers, suggesting that they have relied on the 

market and quality accreditation incentives to bring in providers. This is consistent across years, 

as the program initially reported that in 2007, they had allocated 80% for tuition credits for 

children and to provide grants to preschools to improve quality of programs, 5% to administer 

the program, and 15% to pay contractors to “undertake the program operations and to evaluate 

the program” (Mission Spark, 2016). 

Also, to further understand how Denver spends its budget, there are seven purposes for  

which the preschool tax revenue from the Denver sales tax can be used: 

“• Administrative expenses- this includes salaries and office expenses, routine business 

expenses and reimbursement to Board members for expenses incurred in connection with 

their service on the Board. Administrative expenses were capped at 5 percent in the 

original ordinance and increased to 7 percent in the revised ordinance. This is the only 

expenditure that is explicitly limited by ordinance.”  

• Tuition credits.  



• Outreach to parents and the Denver community.  

• Assistance with preschool enrollment.  

• Technical assistance and direct grants to preschool providers for the purpose of 

improving program and service quality. 

 • Contracting with qualified experts to design and help implement a quality 

improvement system for preschools.  

• Establishment of independent evaluation in order to provide measurement of program 

performance and child outcomes and the preparation of associated performance reports” 

(Mission Spark, 2016, p. 45). 

 

Program and implementation goals 

In terms of implementation goals, the Denver Preschool Program did not establish 

specific annual goals like other programs outlined, such as a specific number of providers to 

recruit annually, number of providers to bring to quality, or a specific percentage of 4-year-olds 

they wanted to serve in quality. Their primary objectives were to serve 50,000 4-year-olds by 

year 10 of the project i.e. from 2007-2017. Based on population estimates established in 2006, 

they believed that they would be serving (providing tuition assistance to) about 6,500 children 

annually, or about 65% of eligible 4-year olds in Denver. This percentage later changed as the 

population of 4 year olds in Denver decreased over time, and they found that realistically they 

could serve at least 70% of eligible 4 year olds. Additionally, while they did not estimate how 

many providers they would bring up to quality or providers that would participate, they were 

mindful to incentivize providers through the distribution of tuition to children. Their theory of 

action is this: “When DPP provides both higher levels of tuition credits to families of students 



that attend quality preschool programs and incentives to preschool programs to improve their 

quality, the quality of participating programs will increase” (An Evaluation, 2012, p.13).  They 

also provided quality improvement funds, as seen in their budget, to ensure that participating 

providers would be quality providers, if not at that moment, then in the future.



Table 6b. Implementation Status - Denver, CO 

Year: Impleme
ntation 
Goal: 

Actual Implementation Outcome: Goal Achieved? 

 % of 
eligible 4 
year olds 
aim to 
serve 

# of providers and sites in 
DPP 

# of 4 year 
olds 
served in 
DPP 

# of 4 
year olds 
in high 
quality 
DPP  

% of high 
quality 
providers in 
DPP 

% of 4 year 
olds in Denver 
Co. served by 
DPP  

% of 4 year 
olds in high 
quality DPP 

 

Y1: 2007-081 
*(half year) 

65%  152 sites 628 (half 
year) 

575 93% 7.5% 
(628/8328)  

91.5%  Overall, the goal to serve 
50,000 children over 10 
years was not quite 
fulfilled, but very close, 
46,277. Additionally, 
their original goal of 
6500/10,000 annually was 
changed because the 
population of 4 year olds 
decreased over time to 
about 8500. However, this 
meant that they were able 
to meet the needs of a 
greater proportion of the 
population, more like 
70% of 4 year olds, 
although this percent 
fluctuates between 60-
70%, thus DDP met 
expectations. 

Y2: 2008-091 65% 230 sites 5083 4345  82% 61.1% 
(5083/8320) 

85.5% 

Y3: 2009-101 65% 164 providers, 273 sites 5921 5105 70% 71.2% 
(5921/8321) 

86.2% 

Y4: 2010-112 **70% 2 173 providers, 256 sites (85 
DPS, 152 CBP, 19 HBP) 

5915 5432 82% 71.3% 
(5915/8294) 

91.8% 

Y5: 2011-123 70% 177 providers, 257 sites (81 
DPS, 155 CBP, 21 HBP) 

5119 4768 81%  61.2% 
(5119/8356) 

93.1% 

Y6: 2012-134 70% 175 providers, 252 sites (78 
DPS, 153 CBP, 21 HBP) 

5431 4845 82% 66% 
(5431/8148) 

89.2% 

Y7: 2013-145 70% 175 providers, 252 sites (78 
DPS, 153 CBP, 11 HBP) 

5112 4727 82% 62.3%  
(5112/8212) 

92% 

Y8: 2014-
156,7 

70% 175 providers, 255 sites6 or 
231 sites7 

*43706 or 
38127 

3284  82% 54.2% 
(4370/8057) 

86%  

Y9: 2015-167 70% 253 sites, (88 DPS, 152 CBP, 
12 HBP) 

5092 Data 
could not 
be found  

76% (3,4,5) 
(rating system 
change) 

59.1% 
(5092/8605 

Data could 
not be found 

Y10: 2016-
178 

70% 245 sites, 88 DPS, 145 CBP, 
12 HBP) 

4709 3531 (.75 
x 4709) 

83% (3,4,5 
star) but 65% 
(4,5 star) 
(rating system 
change) 

56% 
(4709/8359)  

75%8 

Commented [RJ3]: “According to the most recent 
American Community Survey, there are approximately 
8,148 children in their year before pre-K in Denver, meaning 
that DPP’s 2012 enrollment covers approximately 70 
percent of all eligible children, a figure in-line with the 
target set for the program when the ballot initiative was 
proposed in 2006.” DPP Evaluation 2011-2012 



“An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program” (2010)1 , “An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program” (2011), 2 “An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool 
Program” (2012)3, “An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program” (2013)4 ,“An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program”  (2014)5, 
“An Evaluation of the Denver Preschool Program” (2015),6 “A Report to the Community” (2015)7 , The Butler Institute for Families (2017)8 , Colorado Department of 
Local Affairs, (n.d.)9 

 * Year 1, DPP began halfway into 2007-2008 school year 
CBP = Community-based provider, HBP = Home-based provider 
** “According to the most recent American Community Survey, there are approximately 8,148 children in their year before pre-K in 

Denver, meaning that DPP’s 2012 enrollment covers approximately 70 percent of all eligible children, a figure in-line with the target set for the 
program when the ballot initiative was proposed in 2006.” (An Evaluation, 2012, p.12) 

*** Due to the difference in data collected between case studies, implementation assessments will differ. 
****% of eligible children aim to serve found by meeting a certain percent of children each year based on population  
*****# of children served annually is based on what time of year the report was conducted and whether the data is reported by providers 

or by enrollment rates with DPP. 
******% of providers in high quality based on the number rated 3 or 4 stars in quality rating system out of the number of providers 

approved by DPP and assigned a quality rating.  
******* % of eligible children served in Denver county by DPP found based on the number of 4-year-olds accepting tuition that year out 

of the population of 4 year olds in the year of the fall semester of the school year as provided by the Colorado Department of Local Affairs. 
******** Data pulled from annual evaluation reports conducted by DPP 
 



Program status and implementation success 

The Denver Preschool Program has been implemented for 10-years and has now been 

fully implemented for almost 2 years since its launch in 2007. Over the course of the 

implementation process, DPP collected a substantial amount of information, including 

evaluations which provide insight into quality improvements, providers, and the ability to meet 

year to year goals. DPP’s success in their enrollment rates of 4-year olds can be seen in Table 5a. 

They also recorded the rating process and re-rating process of participating providers in the 

program.  

Access 

 Denver Preschool Program’s ability to enroll children into the program has been 

extremely successful, but there is room for improvement in access. Of importance is the fact that 

they utilized flexible tuition credits for children to attend preschool where families chose If 

children needed to move in the middle of the year, the tuition followed them to a new school. 

They used both public schools and community-based providers from the beginning, and in their 

first year, in which they only launched the program for the second half of the school year, they 

contracted 152 preschool sites (through participating providers) for 628 children, which by the 

following year, went up to 230 sites and over 5,000 children. Every year since their initial 

launch, they consistently serve anywhere from 4,000 to 6,000 children, serving over 46,000 

children in 2017, nearly reaching their goal of 50,000 children by year 10.  

While they never met their goal of 6,500 children every year, DPP claims they set their 

initial goal too high, as it was based on an estimate of the 4-year old population and number of 

parents in workforce who will need childcare, which as far as can be told, did not include an 

assessment of number of parents who were not interested in sending their children to preschool 



at age 4. However, they found that they could serve a larger proportion of children despite their 

reduction in the estimated number of children to serve over time, where a minimum of 5,000 

children over 10 years would enable them to serve about 70% of 4-year-olds in Denver County 

annually (“An Evaluation”, 2012). This goal, as seen in Table 5b, was met early on in the 

program, with an enrollment high of 71% in 2010-11, but with a decline or leveling of 

participation in years following.  Thus, their consistently high enrollment rates make this 

program a success.  

The program exhibited high enrollment rates in DPP schools and centers, and many 

children were found to be in high-quality every year. However, there were potential limitations 

in how the program was administered to help those in the lowest income areas and with the 

highest need for tuition assistance. For example, if a family qualified for a certain amount of 

tuition based on need, and there was no high-quality school nearby or the slots for high-quality 

spaces nearest to them were filled up, and the family could not afford to transport their child to a 

school that was high-quality, then the family had to accept a lower tuition credit based on the 

quality of school they could attend. So, while many families received tuition credit assistance, 

some of the most disadvantaged families may not have been able to access high-quality early 

childhood education (Padres & Jovenes Unidos, 2016). The extent of this gap in access might be 

represented by the statistic from a DPP survey in 2016 that 89% of families were able to get into 

their first-choice school, while the number one reason families chose a school was based on 

location, with good teachers second, and quality rating third However, the number one reason the 

11% of families did not get their first-choice school was because slots were already taken. (The 

Butler Institute, 2017). 



In 2016, an analysis conducted by Mission Sparks identified the 10 most underserved, 

high poverty neighborhoods where a lack of capacity in slots for preschoolers still existed 9 

years into DPP (Mission Spark, 2017). It appears that an existing gap remains unaddressed 

despite quality improvement efforts. There are many questions to be answered about why 

families cannot access childcare in these low-income areas, and what will be done to get 

sustainable childcare to these families (Padres & Jovenes Unidos, 2016). This gap is addressed in 

DPP’s ongoing strategic plan for 2018- 2026. Their recommendations for DPP going forward are 

to:  

“• Find and serve the children missing from DPP today.  

• Explore and partner on flexible delivery methods to reach kids where there aren’t seats 

and/or infrastructure, including partnering with the City to leverage underutilized public 

buildings like recreation centers, exploring mobile preschools, and encouraging onsite 

preschool delivery in partnership with nonprofits and local community centers. 

 • Develop more targeted approaches for low-income communities, which often have the 

lowest access to licensed spots and highest need, leveraging outreach and education 

dollars.  

• Reach out to family, friend, and neighbor providers—consider best practice ways of 

engaging informal care providers in better supporting children in their care with a home 

provider curricula.  

• Serve 3-year-olds in areas of highest need.  

• Consider summer before pre-k programs for targeted students. • Explore affordability 

issues—potentially supplement tuition in highest need areas” (Mission Spark, 2016, 

p.64) 

  



 

Quality  

One of the goals of Denver Preschool Program had was to provide high-quality 

education to Denver 4-year olds through public schools, community providers, and home-based 

providers. The percent of preschoolers in high-quality preschool at any given year was always at 

least 75% and at most 93%, and the percent of sites in high-quality rating of 3 or 4 was fairly 

consistent too, at approximately 80% (“An Evaluation”, 2010; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2014; 2015; 

The Butler Institute for Families, 2017)  

All types of providers were welcome to participate in DPP, including those who were 

already at high-quality ratings, and those who had not been rated or had a low rating. This meant 

that participating providers were able to enroll children eligible for Denver Preschool Program 

tuition while undergoing quality improvements, meaning that not all children were receiving 

high quality who participated in DPP (“An Evaluation”, 2010).  

Despite these consistently high ratings overall, there was still a year to year fluctuation of 

overall children in quality, and providers increasing, remaining at, or decreasing their quality 

rating prompting questions as to what providers may have been faced with to maintain high-

quality ratings. This could be a result of several factors at work, including: the current capacity 

of providers and whether those providers expanded (or reduced) their capacity; their use of 

quality improvements; new providers entering the program who may not have been at quality 

initially; the re-rating of providers year to year; and changes to the quality rating system in 

certain years. It would be important to know if the quality of a program was affected, for 



example, if a provider expanded their capacity to be able to enroll more children in their 

program, and the challenges they faced, such as hiring more teachers to maintain their class ratio. 

Another reason provider’s ratings may have changed year to year outside of 

improvements in quality rating, may have to do with changes to the rating system and its criteria. 

The rating system changed twice, once in 2012-13 and again in 2015 (“An Evaluation”, 2013, 

2014; 2015; 2016) So, it is possible that the changes in the percent of children in high-quality 

preschool programs changed as a result of changing criteria to qualify as highly rated. 

Data was also collected by Denver Preschool Program about participating providers, and 

what they believed to be the most valuable quality improvement category that DPP provided to 

preschools. Originally, in the earliest years of the program, providers perceived the quality 

improvement feature “coaching” to be most important; over time, “professional development” 

became the most important, and then in following years, “financial assistance and materials” 

were considered most important. DPP is not sure why these priorities for quality improvement 

changed over time. I speculate that this may reflect the changing nature of provider’s needs as 

they build quality, where coaching may be most valuable starting out, then professional 

development, then financial assistance to help maintain that quality (DPP Evaluation 2010; 2014; 

2015). 

Preschool providers in Denver Preschool Program at the end of 10 years were also asked 

to cite the top 5 challenges facing preschool providers. They found that these challenges for 

providers, ranked most challenging to least challenging, were: 1) low student enrollment, 2) high 

teacher turnover, 3) new leadership, 4) teacher dissatisfaction with compensation/benefits, and 4) 

long staffing vacancies. This signifies the importance of workforce and retention as a 



fundamental aspect of a program, and the biggest overarching challenge facing preschools (The 

Butler Institute, 2017). 

Quality improvements and providers 

In terms of quality improvements and getting existing providers up to quality, Denver 

Preschool Program has been successful among its participating providers. Again, about 80% of 

DPP sites were consistently quality rated at 3 or higher consistently over the program’s 10 years, 

even when the definition and standards for high-quality changed when Colorado Shines (Quality 

Rating and Improvement System) was launched in 2015. Also, it was noted in 2014-15 that 80% 

of DPP preschool sites increased their quality rating from their original rating since they were 

first rated upon entering the program (“An Evaluation”, 2015). This means that the majority of 

preschool sites were both moving up in quality and maintaining quality, which is positive. 

However, reasons why providers and sites leave the program should still be investigated to 

understand the barriers in participating in the program, which could very well be related to 

quality improvements which were potentially unsustainable for some providers. 

Capacity 

When Denver Preschool Program initially launched, they allowed low-rated and high-

rated providers to participate in the program so long as they were making strides toward quality. 

Providers recruited into the program were required to be re-rated every 2 years, which was paid 

for by DPP funds (“An Evaluation, 2010). Quality improvement funds were offered as incentives 

to provide free “coaching support, professional development trainings, technical assistance from 

a quality improvement navigator, funds for resources (e.g., learning materials), and teacher, 

director, and program achievement awards” (Butler Institute, 2017, p. 7).  



Denver Preschool Program first started in 2007, and the number of enrolled providers 

was very limited, as was the number of available preschool sites approved.  See Table 6b for the 

ramp-up for both provider participation and enrollment rates. In 2008, 152 sites were approved 

by DPP, which progressed to 230 sites in 2009, then 257 sites in 2010. This was a steep increase 

in providers between 2008 and 2009, which may be a point for future investigation as to how 

they were able to enroll so many participating providers. Looking closer at the 2009-2010 

evaluation, the first year in which a DPP  evaluation was located , DPP states that the program 

grew by 16% in the school year, and the number of children approved for tuition credits grew 

from 838 to 5,921 4-year-olds from the 2009 school year. They also stated that the number of 

preschool providers grew from 111 to 164, with services provided at 273 sites. This included 

60% of children enrolling at 84 Denver Public School (DPS) sites, and about 37% enrolling 

between 155 center-based sites and 16 home based sites. Last, they state that of 255 Denver 

Preschool Program sites, nearly half enrolled fewer than 10 students (“An Evaluation, 2010).  

This is relevant to understanding how DPP was able to expand the number of providers and sites 

taking eligible children in their program, which consisted heavily of public schools and 

community-based providers, although public schools were able to take more children. 

In 2011, 256 preschool sites were approved, with 85 based in DPS, 152 based in the 

community, and 19 based in the home (“An Evaluation, 2011; 2012). By 2014, there was a 

consistent number of providers in DPP, approximately 252 preschool sites, with 207 rated high-

quality 3 or 4 stars, or 82% in high-quality (“An Evaluation, 2014).  In 2016-17, an evaluation 

report revealed that there were 245 active preschool sites at that time, and that 148 out of the 400 

DPP sites (37%) over the last 10 years were considered inactive due to a preschool closing, a 

preschool not renewing with DPP, or a site no longer offering early childhood education 



classrooms. The 245 active preschool sites still operating boasted a 65% high-quality rating of 4 

and 5, with 83% in a rating of 3 or higher. In 2017. Denver’s capacity for preschoolers ages 3 

and 4 was recorded as 63%, in 2017, with potentially only 56% of 4-year-olds served by DPP 

based on populations statistics by Colorado Department of Local Affairs for 2016-17. Again, this 

nearly meets their goal for capacity, but is short of universal enrollment of all 4-year-olds 

(Colorado Department of Local Affairs, n.d.; Browning, 2017). 

Information about the type of providers that were identified as inactive could not be 

located, leaving little insight to identify the ultimate reason a site might have gone inactive, and 

the role this might have played in terms of access for 4-year-olds and families. It would also be 

helpful to know the location of providers who were moving up in quality to see if these were the 

providers meeting the needs for access in Denver’s high need zip codes.  

Recruiting providers 

No specific analysis of issues related to how providers responded to the e Denver 

preschool market since the passage of the initiative that created Denver Preschool Program. For 

the duration of the program, DPP collected data annually in the form of surveys from both 

providers and parents to help inform program improvements, although the collected data and 

questions asked were different from year to year. In 2012 DPP redesigned their quality 

improvement system to operate as a credit system, where providers were given a credit 

allowance. This would allow providers their own discretion over how they could use funding to 

work toward quality improvement goals. Denver Preschool Program stated that this new 

flexibility granted to providers to use funds in the way they would like was done to maintain 

provider participation in DPP, and ensure investments created the most value for participating 

providers (“An Evaluation, 2015). This change was based from survey data collected by DPP on 



provider’s needs over time. “CLASS”, the Pre-K Classroom Assessment Scoring System, was 

implemented as part of the DPP rating system, and later the quality rating system Colorado 

Shines as new research came out about teacher-child interactions, and the value of intentional 

teaching by highly effective teachers. Achieving a “CLASS” observation benchmark allows 

providers to earn quality “points” towards their rating within Colorado Shines (Mission Spark, 

2016, p.48). 

The number one reason cited by providers for the reason they chose to participate in 

Denver Preschool Program in 2013-14 year was to ease the financial burden of families 

participating in preschool with support and funding for quality improvement coming second, and 

professional development coming third. This rating of reasons for participation by providers has 

changed over time since 2009, where in that year, the number one reason for participating was 

professional development funds, and second was funding for quality improvement accreditation. 

Over time, helping to reduce the cost burden of participating families has consistently been the 

number one reason providers participate, which for some providers, may have to do with the fact 

that reducing cost burdens for families allow them to enroll more families without worrying 

about the risk involved in accepting lower income children. This data is valuable as it allows 

insight into how Denver incentivized providers. Does having a steady, sustainable funding 

source for students attractive to providers?  (“An Evaluation”, 2014). 

The partnership Denver Preschool Program established with Denver Public Schools 

(DPS) was important to recruiting providers and led to the ability to supply high-quality 

preschool programming to a large number of lower income, high need families (“An 

Evaluation”, 2010). Specifically, every DPS site that offered Early Childhood Education 

participated in DPP. These sites expanded their hours of operations for ECE services, and 



enhanced the quality of their programs (“An Evaluation, 2010).  Expansions of classrooms while 

participating in DPP were also recorded; in 2013, at least 57% of DPS preschool sites made 

classroom expansions, while only 11.5% of community-based preschools were able to expand 

the number of classrooms available (“An Evaluation”, 2014). This may suggest that expanding in 

public schools is less difficult than expanding in community-based preschools, where space, 

building design, cost, and responsibility may all potentially act as barriers to expansion outside 

of public schools. 

Sometimes providers did not choose to participate in DPP. DPP asked non-DPP 

providers the top 3 reasons why they chose not to participate. Their reasons included: 1) they 

disliked the quality rating process, 2) they were unsure about program eligibility, and 3) the 

burden of paperwork. This suggests the importance to addressing some of these issues when 

enrolling providers (Butler Institute, 2017).  

Lastly, regarding provider participation, Denver Preschool Program interviewed 

community-based providers and home-based providers, and gained insight into their perception 

of new funding and participating in DPP. There was concern by community-based providers that 

public schools were enrolling all the 4-year-olds, noting that parents were removing their 

children from their sites to go to public school. Providers said it was because parents now 

thought of preschool as an educational program, not childcare. Also, early in DPP, when many 

licensed home-based providers had not been incorporated in the program, home-based providers 

expressed interest in participating in DPP. This had to do with their concern over the preschool 

marketplace, which they mentioned they had also seen a decrease in their enrolled 4-year-old 

population since more children were attending public preschool, and saw an opportunity to 

compete. Although they were interested in participating, they also expressed concern about what 



might happen to their eligibility status when the 4-year-olds enrolled in their program would 

move on, and their slot is replaced by 3-year-olds who do not receive tuition from DPP (“An 

Evaluation, 2010). 

These interviews with providers in the community and home-based providers reveal their 

concern about competing with public schools, and not being eligible for DPP if they serve 3-

year-olds. This concern is likely applicable in any program that involves public schools in their 

program and is an important consideration when building other preschool programs to 

understand when providers participate. Moving forward, DPP will be expanding quality 

improvement opportunities for providers serving 3-year-olds, and all providers in Denver, 

regardless of whether they accept tuition from children in DPP or not. However, 3-year-olds will 

not be eligible for DPP tuition at this time (“Denver Preschool Program to Extend Quality 

Improvement Resources to All Preschool Programs through the 2020-2021 school year, 2019).  

 



 

San Antonio, Texas  

Initiative Passage 

 The Pre-K 4 SA initiative was passed in November 2012, a project undertaken by the City 

of San Antonio and City Manager’s office through a special sales tax election (The City 

Manager’s Office, 2012). The proposed sales tax was 1/8th cent, which they indicated would 

mean a family with a median income would pay $8.00 per year for preschool (The City 

Manager’s Office,2012;  “Pre-K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012). The City Council created a 

corporation, now known as the Early Childhood Education Municipal Development Corporation 

Board of Directors, to oversee the program’s budget, with third parties conducting audits on 

annual performance (The City Manager’s Office, 2012). The initiative’s intent was to increase 

access to 4-year-olds to attend full-day, high-quality programs who qualified for free state-

funded education. They planned to increase capacity by building four, 50,000 square foot 

“education excellence centers,” which would house 2,000 slots after a 3-year ramp-up. Pre-K 4 

SA aimed to serve a total of 3,700 children in the program:  2,000 by these centers, and an 

additional 1,700 through other providers around the community (The City Manager’s Office, 

2012; “Pre-K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012 ). They also intended to ensure a quality program 

was established in these centers, with the goal of reducing the achievement gap by 25% in 

language, 33% in math, and 90% in literacy among children in the program compared to children 

in kindergarten without preschool and improve STARR (standardized test in Texas) scores by 

10% by third grade (“Pre-K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012; Cesar, 2012). Lastly, Pre-K 4 SA 

planned to issue competitive grants to different child development centers around the city to help 

them increase their capacity to offer full day preschool and fund quality improvements (The City 

Manager’s Office, 2012, “Pre-K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012). 



 Regarding the politics of passing the initiative, “My San Antonio” news reported that 2/3 

of poll respondents favored the initiative in 2012, the year before the initiative. The City invested 

$630,000 to fund the special election, created a website to share information with voters, 

distributed brochures in both English and Spanish, and conducted informational sessions. Some 

existing opposition doubted the initiative would be successful, citing a 2010 Head Start Study 

which found few significant, lasting effects of preschool based on first grade test results from 

children participating in the nationwide federal program (Cesar, 2012). They also criticized the 

fact that although everyone in the city would be paying a higher sales tax, not all children would 

be eligible to participate (Lloyd, 2013). Lastly, critics, including members of the San Antonio 

Family Association argued that the initiative happened too fast and the public was not given 

ample time or information to make a decision; others suggested that voters were only voting on 

an idea, not a plan (Loyd, 2012; Lloyd, 2013a). 

 Despite these doubts and concerns, the initiative passed with 54% of the majority vote, 

raising the sales tax to 8.25%, the maximum state sales tax allowed, which would generate $31 

million dollars annually for the program (Lloyd, 2013a).  

Pre-initiative landscape 

 Prior to the Pre-K 4 SA initiative launched by the city of San Antonio, there was limited 

data specific to the city in terms of quality, with some data available about Bexar County, which 

houses San Antonio at the center. However, San Antonio recorded a significant gap to address 

among those low income 4-year-olds eligible for free-state provided tuition for preschool 

especially in achieving full day care.  See Table 7a.  

  



 

Table 7a: San Antonio Pre-initiative Landscape 

 Pre-
initiative 
year 

Total 
population 
of preschool 
age children  

# of 
providers 
(school 
and 
center 
based) 

Existing 
# of 
slots  

% of high 
quality slots 

Children 
served in 
high 
quality 
preschool 
(%)/ 
(n/x) 

Demand 
(children 
in need) 

Measure 
of 
Capacity 
(%) 

Gap in 
quality, 
capacity, 
or 
financial 
access 
for 
children? 

San 
Antonio, 
TX 

2012 20,000 3&4 
year olds in 
Bexar 
County1,2 

Data was 
not 
located 

10,800 
served 
out of 
16,500 
children 
eligible 
for free 
full day 
pre-k. 
Bexar 
County 
total 3 
and 4 
year 
olds 
enrolled  
in 
public 
pre-k 
total 
16,600, 
or 32% 2 

Unknown, 
27% of 
providers in 
Bexar 
County even 
have an 
accreditation 
as of  20152 

Data was 
not 
located 

5700 
children 
qualified 
for full 
day, 
free, 
state 
funded 
pre-k; 
2300 not 
enrolled 
in pre-k; 
3400 in 
half day 
in need 
of full 
day1 

54% 
(10,800/ 
20,000) 
full day 
slots + 
3400 
half day 
slots 

Gap in 
quality 
and full 
day pre-
k 
capacity  

“Pre-K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012 1 , ReadyKidSA, (n.d.)2   
 

 Prior to the initiative, the population of San Antonio children age 4 was 20,000 (“Pre-

K4SA Calling the Election”, 2012). Today, this number is closer to 25,000 (Donaldson, 2019). In 

2012 Bexar County, which includes San Antonio, the number of 4-year-olds enrolled in public 

preschool was approximately 16,600 (Kids Data Center, n.d.). The number of children eligible 

for free, state-funded preschool totaled 16,500 in San Antonio with capacity for full day 

preschool only at 10,800. Of the 5,700 without full- day preschool, there were 3,400 with only 

half day preschool, and 2,300 with no preschool at all (“Pre-K 4SA Calling the Election”, 2012). 

A supporting statistic demonstrating the need for additional preschool capacity comes from a 



Community Assessment Report for the City of Antonio by the Department of Human Services 

Early Head Start-Child Care Partnership and Head Start Programs in 2017. They stated that 

2,761 age-income children eligible for Head Start and 4,276 age-income eligible children for 

Early Head Start were not being served by the City of San Antonio’s Department of Human 

Service’s Head Start program (City of San Antonio Department of Human Services Early Head 

Statrt- Child Care Partnership and Head Start Programs, 2017).Thus, this is the population that 

Pre-K 4 SA was trying to provide preschool for.  

In terms of quality childcare available in San Antonio, there were two records on the 

number and percent of providers with a quality accreditation in Bexar County, which includes 

San Antonio. In Bexar County in 2015, about 25% of licensed capacity was accredited by some 

accreditation body (ReadyKidSA, n.d.). This trend in 2016 went up to 40%, and then down to 

32.3% (w) even as ramp-up of Pre-K 4 SA new education excellence centers were increasing 

capacity and working to become accredited. This shows that capacity was low pre-initiative, and 

also shows that percent of children in an accredited slot out of a population may vary when 

capacity changes (i.e. more 3 and 4-year-olds were enrolled in preschool at a time.) 

(ReadyKidsSA, n.d). 

Texas Rising Star is a voluntary quality rating system used throughout Texas to help 

improve provider’s services. The number of providers specifically enrolled in Texas Rising Star 

(TRS) in 2017 was 6-7% in all of Bexar County (i,(Children at Risk, 2017; Sanborn & Everitt, 

2018), “Wanted: More quality child care in Bexar County”, 2018) This accreditation statistic for 

TRS and total overall accreditation for the County is extremely low, and signals that even as 

local and state initiatives work to increase access and capacity to accept more children into 

childcare, little is known about the type of education children are getting in most centers that are 



not part of public education. However, to re-emphasize, having an accreditation does not 

necessarily mean a program is high-quality; to the extent that these accreditations are ranked 

high, approximately 5% of accreditations with TRS are 2Star, 7% are 3Star, and 9% are 4 Star 

(ReadyKidSA). There is no 1star accreditation with TRS (Children at Risk, 2017). 

To characterize centers that do not participate in the Texas Rising Star to become quality 

rated, there are centers who simply do not meet the standards to be considered an early education 

provider. There are also centers which could meet the standards for Texas Rising Star, but are 

choosing not to participate for economic reasons, as the system is voluntary, and requires centers 

to register as “CCS regulated provider” which means they must allow children eligible for state 

tuition to enroll and participate in the reimbursement process (“Wanted: More quality child 

care”, 2018). Although Texas Rising Star will guarantee a higher reimbursement rate based on 

their level of quality through Child Care Services (CCS) if the reimbursement rate is lower than 

the center’s published rate, if the program is too rigorous for providers, they may choose not 

participate. Additionally, the reimbursement rate itself, which is lower than what they would be 

able to charge families who pay tuition and may still be lower than an enhanced reimbursement 

rate, may be a disincentive to participating (“Wanted: More quality child care”, 2018). Thus, 

access to childcare for low income families was very limited pre-initiative, and high-quality has 

been hard to come by for low-income families, as most centers avoid participating in quality 

rating systems and accreditation systems, which require that they serve low income families as 

part of being a star provider. 

  



Budget and Funding 

In 2012, the City estimated that at full implementation, they would have revenues of 

$41.2 million available to spend after incorporating the federal, state and local matching of 

funds, as well as a contribution from USDA (j).  

Table 7b: San Antonio Pre-K 4 SA Program Budget  

Revenues Price $ Percent%  

Federal match for special education 
State match  
USDA contribution  
Local San Antonio sales tax 

$69,000 
$5.4 million 
$2.0 million 
$33.6 million 

<1% 
13% 
5% 
82% 

Total Funding 41.2 million 100% 

Expenditures Price $ Percent% 
Operating the four “educational excellence” centers 
Competitive grant awards  
Professional development (for staff in the excellence 
centers and other eligible centers) 
Facilities 
Administration 
Program Evaluations 

$24.2 million 
$8.6 million 
$4.2 million 
 
$2.4 million 
$1.5 million 
$267,000 

58.7% 
20.9% 
10.2% 
 
5.8% 
3.7% 
0.7% 

Total Spending $36.9 million 100% 

 

There has not been a set aside of funding specifically for quality improvement or quality 

accreditation as was seen in Denver’s program, only professional development. The competitive 

grants for professional development were and are available to both accredited and non-accredited 

program providers, and the funds are to help centers achieve outlined goals, including becoming 

accredited, or keeping their accreditation. They also hoped to increase quality and access by 

specifically funding personnel (staff and workers), capital costs (presumed to include costs for 

expansion to full-day care), materials, and services, with the largest allocation going toward 



personnel (“Pre-K 4 SA Helping Pre-K through 3 programs Succeed, n.d.; Pre-K 4 SA Grants 

n.d.).  

The Pre-K 4 SA Annual Budget from 2014-2015 allows some insight into the costs 

required to help build the model preschool centers, as well as costs to ramp-up over time to pay 

employees, facility maintenance, transportation, evaluation, and administration. In 2014, the 

Northwest center was already established, previously an old Southwest Airlines Call Center, 

which required 20,000 feet of expansion to create a total of 25 classrooms by year 3 (2015-16) 

(k,o). The city also invested Pre-K 4 SA funds to build the new 50,000 square feet Southeast 

“Educational Excellence Center”. During this time, over $6 million dollars was budgeted for 

capital outlay, which included any funding spent on acquiring, maintaining, upgrading, 

maintaining, and repairing a property. The estimated amount spent in the 2014 fiscal year was 

significantly lower than the budget at $600,000, with $0 adopted for the FY 2015 (Pre-K 4SA, 

2015). Total expenditures on facilities and maintenance of the preschool centers had a fixed 

budget of over $8 million dollars, but estimated expenditures were closer to $3 million dollars 

including contracted and personal services, insurance, commodities, and capital outlay (Pre-K 

4SA, 2015). 

These numbers provide a sense of the costs involved in renovating a site to be a large 

preschool facility, although costs would likely vary depending on the site and type of renovations 

or new building needed and local construction costs. Other costs associated with Pre-K 4 SA 

ramp-up included funding for the number of teachers over time which would be added as 

classrooms became available. Master’s teachers were to be paid a $60,000 salary by the city, and 

funds were also set aside for teacher aides (Pre-K 4SA, 2015). They originally budgeted just 

under $10 million dollars for 106 authorized teaching positions. They later increased total 



positions to 165, which cost just over $10 million dollars, with a final ramp-up to 290 total 

positions, which increased total expenditures to over $20 million dollars in the 2015 adopted 

budget (Pre-K 4SA, 2015). Expenditures per teacher cost approximately $75,000 dollars, 

including contracted services, insurance, and commodities (materials) per person (Pre-K 4SA, 

2015) 

Program Requirements and Eligibility 

Table 6c: San Antonio Preschool Program Eligibility Criteria 

 2019-2020 school year, Pre-K 4 SA will be accepting 2,000 students 
 

Tuition Free tuition  
(80%-90% of spaces) 

Sliding-scale tuition program 
(10%-20% of spaces) 
• Depending on income and household size, 

families pay 1-4% income as annual 
tuition. 

Age • 4 years old by September 1, 2019 • 4 years old by September 1, 2019 
Location 
of 
residence 

• Must live within the City of San Antonio limits 
or within the Extra Territorial Jurisdiction, 

• Must live within a participating school district or 
enroll through a partnering public school, 

• 2019-2020 participating school districts include 
East Central ISD, Edgewood ISD, Harlandale 
ISD, North East ISD, Northside ISD, San 
Antonio ISD, Southside ISD, Southwest ISD and 
New Frontiers Public Schools. 

• 2019-2020 participating public school includes 
New Frontiers. 

• Must live within the City of San Antonio 
limits or within the Extra Territorial 
Jurisdiction 

• Must be a participating school district 
Families residing within the City of San 
Antonio but not in a participating district 
or public school may still apply to be 
selected as a tuition student. Alamo 
Heights ISD, Judson ISD and South San 
Antonio ISD are nonparticipating districts 
with Pre-K 4 SA for the 2019-2020 school 
year. 

Eligibility ALSO MUST MEET ONE:  
• Eligible for free or reduced lunch at 185% of the 

federal poverty level) 
• Unable to speak and comprehend English  
• Homeless status 
• Has been in foster care 
• Parent/guardian is an active duty member of the 

armed forces of the U.S.  

Do not have to meet 

Location 
of Pre-K 

• Four 50,000 square foot “education excellence 
centers” 

• HighScope Curriculum 

Four 50,000 square foot “educational 
excellence centers” 

Pre-K4SA Eligibility, (2019)1 , Pre-K 4 SA Tuition, (2019)2 

 
 



 

 

If students qualify for at least one of these criteria in Table 7d, they are eligible to participate 

in a lottery, managed by 7 (8 as of 2017) different districts in San Antonio who randomly select 

the children to attend these centers (The City Manager’s Office, 2012).Originally, 10% of slots 

were allocated to tuition-paying students, which went up to 20% in the second year, allowing 

more students to participate using sliding scale tuition (The City Manager’s office, 2012 ;Pre-K 

4SA, 2015). 

Table 7d: Pre-K 4 SA Competitive Grant Eligibility Criteria 

Pre-K 4 SA Competitive grants for providers open 2018-2019 
Number of years  
2 years 

Year 1 (One year contract) 
Year 2 (Renewal period) 

Provider Eligibility a) Public/Charter schools 
b) Private/Parochial schools 
c) Child Development Center 1  
d) Child Development Center 2   

Funding 
Public Charter Schools or  Private/Parochial Schools 
Child Development Center 1 and 2 
 

 
$2,500 per student over two years 
$20,000 per center plus $10,000 per additional 
Pre-K 4 SA classroom. 

6 Goal Categories  
Providers should meet target requirements upon 
enrollment or make targets a priority if they are not met 

1.Equitable access 
2.Instructional quality 
3.Student outcomes 
4.Preschool through 3rd grade alignment 
5.Family engagement 
6.High Quality Impact Pyramid 

 

 Pre-K 4 SA competitive grants opened up in year 4 of the program, starting in 2018 and 

ending 2020. During 2018, provider applicants were eligible to begin improving the quality of 



their program and teachers over 2 years, consisting of a one-year contract and a one-year renewal 

period. For providers to participate in this grant, there are a variety of criteria to be met. 

 First, applicant providers may be eligible as: a) public/charter schools, b) 

private/parochial schools, c) Child Development Center 1, or d) Child Development Center 2.  

CDC “1” means that a child development center is licensed and accredited through NAEYC, 

NECPA, NAC, or is accredited and rated as Texas Rising Star 4, or Texas Rising Star 3; these 

centers are expected to improve or maintain a high accreditation. A CDC “2” would mean that a 

child development center is licensed and not accredited, or has a low accreditation under 2 in 

TRS, and participating providers selected for the grant should apply and obtain accreditation OR 

strive to increase their rating in TRS above 2 (Pre-K 4 SA Grants, n.d.). 

The funding structure of the Pre-K 4 SA competitive grants allows for $2,500 per student 

over two years (public/charter schools, private/parochial schools), while CDC’s may be granted 

$20,000 per center plus $10,000 per additional Pre-K 4 SA classroom. Pre-K 4 SA sought to 

increase the quality accreditation status of different types of providers using competitive grants 

began in 2018. They did not specify that participating organizations must enroll in TRS 

specifically as an accreditation source, but that they must include accreditation of some form as a 

goal to receive their funding, which is reviewed in year 2 (Pre-K 4 SA Grants, n.d.; “Pre-K 4 SA 

Helping Pre-K”, n.d.). 

Lastly, there are 6 categories of goals listed in the grant application with target 

requirements which they must be meeting upon enrollment, or they must make these targets a 

priority if they are not met, listed in Table 7d. The grant’s “High Quality Impact Pyramid” has 

applicants assessed and presented priorities, projects, and materials to improve their quality from 



the 4 tiers based on “Innovation”, “Family Engagement and Outreach”, “Instructional Quality”, 

“Physical Learning”, and “Program Features and Staff Qualifications” (Pre-K4SA Grants, n.d.).  

Program and Implementation Goals 

Access and Capacity 

 The City of San Antonio wanted to increase access to high-quality ECE to those most in 

need by making their target population of Pre-K 4 SA 4-year-olds eligible for free state provided 

tuition (under 185% FPL, or qualified for at least one criterion such as veteran affiliation, 

homeless status, or an inability to speak English).  Looking at Table 5e., the ramp- up in terms of 

the number of children they would be serving was based on the timeline to build and renovate 4 

new educational excellence centers.  

Specifically, Pre-K 4 SA predicted a ramp-up period of 3 years with 4 new centers, and 5 

years of full implementation. 

• In year 1 (2013-14), they could support 700 children eligible for free tuition by the 
state in two of their new centers. One center was built from the ground up, and one 
was renovated from an old airline call center (Pre-K4SA, 2015)  

 
• In the second year (2014-15), they would be able to support 1500 children in the 

program; they estimated that they would be able to create 100 additional spaces 
between those two centers, as well as 700 additional spaces from the completion of 
two other new centers (Pre-K4SA, 2015). 

 
• In year 3 (2015-16), they added 100 new spots to each new center, creating space to 

support 1700 children, and intended to add an additional 100 new slots between the 
initial 2 centers, and 200 new spots between the 2 new centers (Pre-K4SA, 2015). 

 
• At full implementation, each center would be serving 500 children each, for a total of 

2000 children.  
 

• Pre-K 4 SA anticipated accepting 10% of tuition paying children throughout the 
entirety of the program, between ramp-up to full implementation(Pre-K4SA, 2105). 

 



• There was never a mention of scholarships as part of the implementation plan, which 
Pre-K 4 SA added in addition to the provision of tuition. (Tuition and scholarships are 
different in that tuition is for children that do not qualify for free funding by the state, 
while scholarships go towards children that do qualify for state funding, but are not 
able to use it toward Pre-K 4 SA due to district regulations.) 

 
 In addition to the 4 new centers, the plan detailed helping children indirectly by providing 

competitive grants to different programs. Their goal was to increase access to children who were 

entitled to full-day preschool through their tuition, but only able to receive half-day preschool 

care at certain centers due to space and workforce demands. To support these expansions, the 

grants would help providers invest in different goals to achieve quality and expansions through 

capacity building, professional development, etc. These grants opened up in year 4, where the 

program entered its first year at full implementation. For the last five years of the program, in 

addition to the 2000 children aided annually in the education excellence centers, the program 

sought to assist an additional 1700 children annually through these grants (“How the Future of 

San Antonio Early Childhood Education Got Started”, n.d.) 

Ultimately, the goal of the program was to serve 3,700 children annually, and 22,400 four-year-

olds in San Antonio over the course of the program (“How the Future of San Antonio Early 

Childhood Education Got Started”, n.d.) 

 Lastly, they sought to increase access to students by providing transportation for children 

to attend these 4 centers. They estimated that 50% of students would use transportation; the city 

contracted with Star Shuttle for transportation service, a local transportation company in San 

Antonio (Loyd, 2013a, Loyd, 2013b).  

 

 



Quality 

 Although Pre-K 4 SA did not have specific goals in terms of the number of kids they 

would be able to provide high-quality early education to over time, or a timeline on how long it 

would take to get providers participating in the grant program to reach a high quality rating 

(because it was a competitive process), as well as get an accreditation for the four centers, it was 

at full implementation, their goal would be to have 3,700 kids annually participating in high-

quality education.  

To help achieve this high-quality goal, the four educational excellence centers in San 

Antonio were designed to be high-quality in terms of curriculum, teacher interactions, parent 

engagement. Their curriculum originally followed the Frog Street Press curriculum, but most 

recently follows the High Scope approach. These were both implemented to align with the ten 

domains of the Texas Education Agency’s (TEA) Pre-Kindergarten Guidelines (Loyd, 2013a; 

Pre-K4SA, 2015). Additionally, they would be using a 20:2 ratio of children to teachers in 

classrooms, with one master teacher and one teacher aide per class. 

 To help ensure that a high-quality education is administered to 4-year olds participating 

in Pre-K 4 SA, the City provided free annual in-service training for preschool teachers outside of 

the program, as well as K-3 educators, principals, community providers, and early education 

leaders. The master teachers and teacher aides were also given training in the education 

excellence centers, along with one-on-one coaching to provide feedback on how to implement 

the best practices for teachers. By engaging all preschool providers, and other personnel who will 

be interacting with these children after the program, this not only promotes the administration of 

high-quality education, but promotes the continuity of early investments in education (The City 

Manager’s Office, 2012). 



 The competitive grants provided to schools emphasize quality accreditations and 

instructional quality above all. The grant requires child development centers to have applied to 

accreditation bodies, to be increasing their quality rating, or to maintain a high-quality rating. 

They require that centers have 50% of paraprofessionals with a CDA; that districts and program 

conduct CLASS observation in the public, charter, and private schools; and that teachers at these 

grant funded campuses receive 30 hours of early childhood professional learning, teachers, 

paraprofessionals, and instructional specialists participate in 6 hours of pe-k 4 SA of professional 

learning annually. (Pre-K 4 SA Grants) 

Overall, Pre-K 4 SA’s quality goals do not reflect getting a certain number of children 

into quality education, but their program’s design demonstrates their commitment to increasing 

the number of children in high-quality and full day care in their four educational excellence 

centers. By issuing $4.2-4.5 million dollars in competitive grants, they also demonstrate their 

dedication to helping all providers create high-quality education for their students (“Pre-K4SA 

Helping Pre-K through”, n.d.). 

Workforce and quality 

Master teachers with Pre-K 4 SA will make $60,000 annually, and will technically be 

considered government employees (Loyd, 2013a). Master teachers must have at least three years 

of early childhood teaching experience, and the ability to train other teachers. They also should 

be able to incorporate researched best practices into their teaching (Pre-K4SA, 2015). 

I located some information on ramping-up the early childhood education workforce to 

meet the initiative needs. First, since they planned to operate on a ratio of 20 children to 1 master 

teacher and 1 teacher aide, which the number of teachers is a product of the number of children 



per classroom, then in year 4, if they want to serve 2000 children, you would have 500 children 

in each center, with 25 classrooms each. Accordingly, there should be 50 teachers per school, 25 

aides and 25 master teachers, and thus theoretically 200 teachers total, 100 of each type of 

teacher (The City Manager’s Office, 2012; Pre-K4SA, 2015).  

In 2015, 2 years into the program, Pre-K 4 SA aimed higher. They were hiring 96 master 

teachers and 96 teacher’s aides, for a total of 192 hires between the new centers. At full 

implementation starting in 2017, they aimed to have 124 master teachers and 124 teacher aides, 

for a total of 248 hires, between each of the 4 centers There is no information as to why they 

made these extra hires unless they were able to create and support more than 25 classrooms in 

each center, or some of the hired teachers were to operate outside of the new centers  (Pre-K4SA, 

2015).



 

Table 7e. Implementation Status - San Antonio, TX 

Year 
 
 
 

Implementation Goal?8 Actual Implementation  Goal Achieved? 

 Total # of 
children 
served  

# of seats 
created from 
new centers 

# of 
children 
served 
from 
grant 
awards  

# of tuition 
paying 
participants 

Actual # 
of free 
attending 
children 

Actual # of  
tuition 
paying 
children 

Actual # of 
children 
with 
scholarship 

Actual # of 
children 
served 
from grant 
awards 

Total 
number of 
children 
served  

Goal to create 2,000 new 
seats from building 4 new 
centers, and fund 2,000 
seats through competitive 
grants to other districts 
successfully achieved, as 
planned. Pre-K 4 Sa is on 
track to meet goal of 22,400 
children over 8 years. 
Quality goals from 
competitive grant awards to 
ramp up or maintain 
accreditation of child 
development centers and 
full day preschool have been 
offered as planned, and it is 
projected they will serve 
3,396 students between 
2018-2020. Actual 
outcomes are unknown at 
this time beyond numbers 
reported at 2080 students in 
2017-2018. (PreK4SA, 
n.d.). 

2013-
143 

700 
children  

700 new full 
day seats (2 
new centers) 

n/a 70 children 603 
children 

140 
children 

0 children n/a = 743 
children 

2014-
154 

1500 
children  

800 new full 
day seats, 2 
more new 
centers (100 
seats from 
initial 2 
centers, 800 
from 2 
additional 
centers) 

n/a 150 
children 

1207 
children 

216 
children 

145 
children 

n/a = 1568 
children 

2015-
165 

1700 
children 

200 new full 
day seats (100 
between 2 
initial centers, 
100 from 
newest 2 
centers 

n/a 170 
children 

1311 
children 

340 
children 

132 
children 

n/a = 1783 
children 



2016-
176 

3,700 
children 
(2,000 in 4 
educational 
excellence 
centerd) 

300 new full 
day seats (100 
in initial 2 
centers, 200 in 
newest 2 
centers) 

1700 200 
children 
(10%)2  

1311 
children 

420 
children 
(20%) 

197 
children 

Data could 
not be 
located 

=2060 
children 

2017-
187 

3700 None 1700 200 
children 

1548 
children 

342 
children 
(20%) 

163 
children 

20801 = 4133 
children 

2018-
19 

3700 None 1700 200 
children 

TBD TBD TBD TBD TBD 

2019-
20 

3700 None 1700 200 
children 

TBD TBD TBD TBD TBD 

2020-
21 

3700 None 1700 200 
children 

TBD TBD TBD TBD TBD 

McNeel, (2016)1,Pre-K4SA Grant (n.d.)2, Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Report Y1 (2014)3, Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Report Y2 (2015)4 ,   
Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Report Y3 (2016)5 , Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Report Y4 (2017)6 , Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Report Y5 (2017)7, “How the Future of San Antonio 
Early Childhood Education Got Started, (n.d.)8 

 



 

Program Status and Implementation Success 

San Antonio has met their goals in terms of access and building capacity to meet the 

needs of the city’s children most in need. They were able to create space for 2,000 of the 2,300 

children that were estimated to be lack pre-k (“Pre-K4SA Calling The Election, 2012).  

However, they did make some changes along the way in terms of the number of tuition paying 

children would be participating, and the introduction of scholarships into the program, which 

was unexpected based on the initiative’s plans and goals established. 

 In their first year, Pre-K 4 SA had a few problems identifying the estimated 700 children 

to enroll in the new slots in the two educational excellence centers in year 1. Particularly, they 

had no problem identifying who the tuition paying children would be, but they had a harder time 

finding the children eligible for free preschool who would be enrolling in each district. The 

challenge came down to the popularity of the program in certain districts. Seven districts in San 

Antonio oversaw the lottery used to enroll children into the 2 new centers in year 1. Certain 

districts were able to fill all their allocated slots, but not all districts had the same success, based 

on the demand in the area. Thus, any slots left unfilled by eligible children in one district would 

go to other children eligible in other districts (Loyd, 2013c).  

 The number of families paying on a sliding scale tuition basis was unexpectedly higher 

than planned. Although they had only estimated 10% of slots going to tuition paying families 

with 4-year-olds in the first year, approximately 19% of the enrolled students paid tuition. This 

trend continued, with 14% paying tuition year 2, 19% year 3, 20% year 4, and 16.7% in year 5 

(Pre-K4SA Evaluation Y1-5). Thus, they raised the estimate of the proportion of sliding scale 



tuition- paying seats to families of 4-year-olds from 10% to 20% within the educational 

excellence centers (Pre-K4SA Evaluation Y1, 2014). Although it is unknown exactly why they 

did this, it is possible they expanded the number of tuitions paying children based on demand in 

case they could not fill their slots consistently with free-state tuition eligible children only, or if 

they identified high-need in some of those families that did not meet the criteria, but were still 

unable to afford the full price of preschool for their children. 

 Scholarships to families of 4-year-olds were an unforeseen aspect of the Pre-K 4 SA 

program, as they expected the children they would primarily be serving would have free state 

eligible tuition, but had not considered or made accommodations for children living outside of 

the participating districts in San Antonio.  Thus, the city began providing scholarships through 

Pre-K 4 SA in year 2 to help enroll children into the program who were eligible, except for the 

fact they lived outside of the attendance zones of the originally 7, now 8 partner districts, and so 

could not apply their free tuition to the program, as tuition is managed and distributed within 

individual districts (Pre-K4SA Evaluation Y1-5). How these Pre-K 4 SA scholarships were 

funded is unclear, as there was no apparent allocation in the budget for this. This was in addition 

to accepting a greater proportion of tuition paying children into the program (Pre-K4SA 

Evaluation Y2, 2015). 

The program also contracted transportation to ensure these eligible children were able to 

attend. Transportation provided by Pre-K 4 SA reduces the barriers to children participating in 

the program, which other initiatives have identified this as a barrier in their program to 

attendance. So far, there was a recorded 30% utilization of transportation from 2014, which was 

expected to grow as the program grows during ramp up in 2015 and on to about 40-50% 

utilization(Pre-K4SA, 2015).Attendance rates as a result have been high, at 92-93% over the last 



5 years of the program. Better Pre-K 4 SA attendance was found to be associated “with up to two 

months of literacy gains in 1st grade” (Lieberman, 2019).  

Additionally, Pre-K 4 SA’s investment in city wide professional development and training of 

preschool and K-3 teachers and principals was not only fundamental in the passage of the 

initiative to sustain buy-in from districts and community members, but is expected to promote 

access to high quality throughout the city for all 4-year-olds. Whether this impact has been 

achieved has not been formally evaluated, but with the successful quality interactions of Pre-K 4 

SA teachers recorded in classroom evaluations, there is reason to believe the coaching and 

training available for all teachers will create value over time for all 4-year-olds in San Antonio.  

Capacity 

The program was successful in building capacity, which went according to plan, and no 

challenges to building or renovations were identified in publicly available literature. By Pre-K 4 

SA’s fourth year, it had completed ramp up, and was enrolling 500 children from 7 different 

districts in each of its 4 centers, with a master teacher and teacher aide for every classroom. 

Overall, in terms of access and capacity, while the program had to adjust to a few 

unanticipated challenges, it was smooth going for the remainder of the program in terms of the 

number of children participating, and the success of the educational excellence centers.  

• “The program successfully renovated and built from the ground their 4 educational 
excellence centers during the ramp-up phase, year 1-3, to ensure they could provide 
the number of slots promised in the following year. 

 
• The program consistently enrolled the number of stated children they promised to 

enroll, according to the timeline, with apparently few challenges, although they made 
some adjustments as to redefining the population which would participate by adding a 
scholarship and increasing the number of tuition paying children eligible to participate. 

 



• The program is on track to meet the 22,400 children they estimated they would aid by 
2021 

 
• In 2014, 30% of children used transportation services, which would reach 40% in 

2015, and had been estimated would reach 50% of participants at full implementation. 
The transportation service operates with 16 pick-up/drop off sites (Loyd, 2013b; Pre-
K4SA, 2015). 

 
• Attendance rates were consistently above 90% in each educational excellence center 

(Pre-K 4 SA, Evaluation Y1, Pre-K4 SA Evaluation Y4). 
 

• The competitive grant allowed over 2,000 children to be served by Pre-K 4 SA, which 
went above and beyond the estimated 1,700 they would be serving. This allowed them 
to serve over 4,000 children in year 5, which is more than the estimated 3,700.  

 
• However, the city initiative is only meeting as of 2018-2019 (in its fifth year) 4,628 

students annually using sales tax funding of approximately $31 million dollars, which 
is only a fraction of the 25,000 four year olds estimated to live in San Antonio, and 
20,000 of which are eligible for free tuition” (The City Manager’s Office, 2012; Pre-
K4SA Grants, Donaldson, 2018).  

 

 
Quality and Providers 

In terms of high-quality early childhood education, Pre-K 4 SA has not completely hit the 

mark. However, progress is underway, and there are many incentives for providers to participate 

in the program.  

First, in 2017-2018, its 4th year of operation and first year at full implementation, Pre-K 4 SA 

received an accreditation by The National Association for the Education of Young Children 

(NAEYC) as a high-quality program in 3 of its 4 schools, all except its East district which is still 

working to become accredited (Pre-K4SA Receives NAEYC Accreditation, 2018).  This 

demonstrates the program’s commitment to providing high-quality, full- day preschool to at least 

1500 children annually. 



The teacher’s at Pre-K 4 SA are paid higher salaries on average, and the program not only 

recruits locally, but nationally (Trickey, 2017). Evaluations were conducted to evaluate Pre-K 4 

SA’s success in terms of quality, where they were able to see the success of a highly qualified 

workforce of master teachers coupled with teaching aides. Through the Classroom Assessment 

Scoring System (CLASS), they measured the instructional support, classroom organization, and 

emotional support to assess teacher child interaction quality, where emotional support was 

consistently ranked highest during classroom interactions, organization was ranked second 

highest, and instructional support was lowest, meaning improvements are needed in interactions 

for teachers to extend children’s thinking (Pre-K 4 SA, Evaluation Y4, 2018). This score is a 

reflection of teacher’s interactions in a classroom, suggesting average and improving 

instructional support, but high level of emotional and classroom organization (Trickey, 2017). 

The CLASS scores on average reported by Pre-K 4 SA over 4 years, and conducted by a third 

party, are higher on average than the Texas and national Head Start average score collected by 

NIEER, and scores exceed the research threshold proven to result in higher achievement 

emotionally and academically (Pre-K 4 SA Evaluation Y4, 2018).  

Additionally, Pre-K 4 SA has issued its first competitive grants to 16 agencies in public, 

private and parochial schools, and child development centers in the community utilizing the 

budgeted $4.2-4.5 million dollars from the sales tax. Specifically, “38% of funding will go 

towards expanding the school day from half-day to full-day prekindergarten programs, 24% of 

funding will support expanding the school day from full-day to extended day” and “38% of 

funding will aim to enhance current programs in schools through curriculum, innovative 

technology, targeted professional development, and increased family engagement” (McNeel, 

2016). All of the preschool center recipients are expected to use their grants to pursue child 



development associates/professional development. These efforts have yet to be formally 

evaluated in terms of their ability to improve quality and capacity for the entire city, but it does 

demonstrate their commitment to quality, particularly to expand quality to the city.  

For now, Bexar County, which houses San Antonio, has a quality gap, even more so an 

accreditation gap overall. There are incentives for schools and child development centers to join 

using the competitive grants, including funding for expansion, materials and professional 

development, but none as evident in public schools, where independent districts receive state 

funding for their children for participating as a partner with Pre-K 4 SA. Public school’s 

participation as a partner with Pre-K 4 SA allows their district’s children to be eligible for $3,600 

dollars of state tuition. Under the partnerships, Pre-K 4 SA gets $3,200 of each student’s state 

allotment and the school districts retain the remaining $400 to spend on their own preschool 

programs (Foster-Frau, 2017).  

  



Cincinnati, Ohio  

Initiative Passage – Cincinnati Preschool Promise 

 In November 2016, the voters of Cincinnati, Ohio passed the Cincinnati Preschool 

Promise Initiative with the support and leadership of the Cincinnati School District, Cincinnati 

Preschool Promise Alliance, and its business community. After $1.2 million was invested in 

promoting the issue, over 60 organizations endorsed “Issue 44” in the city, and only one was 

recorded to have been opposed to the initiative. With the initiative’s passage, the Cincinnati 

Preschool Promise, LLC (CPP) was born. The program aimed to bring existing public and 

private community providers up to quality, and to help families access quality early childhood 

education (ECE). This initiative was passed after a RAND research article was conducted to 

investigate options for Cincinnati to invest in access to high quality preschool, which found a 

substantial quality gap and a gap in financial access, with 2/3 preschool aged children in 

Cincinnati qualifying for state or federal preschool subsidies (Karoly et al., 2016).  

This initiative was a product of the Cincinnati School District’s 2016 Emergency Tax 

Levy, in which the district allocated $15 million dollars annually in funds from 2016-2022 to 

create quality preschool opportunities for students within the school district’s bounds (k, l). The 

targets over the course of the program’s existence aim to include preschool-aged children 3 and 4 

years old in families living above and below 300% FPL, but initially the program prioritized 

enrollment of 4 year-olds under 200% FPL. The new funds would be applied toward quality 

improvements for non-rated/lower rated providers within the district, and tuition funds would be 

awarded to reimburse participating high-quality rated providers who accept tuition eligible 

children in the program. 



 

Pre-initiative landscape 

 Before the Cincinnati Preschool Promise initiative was implemented, RAND conducted 

a study for Cincinnati, Ohio, titled “Options for Investing in Access to High-Quality Preschool in 

Cincinnati” which evaluated the state of preschool. As of 2014, there were 9,150 three and four-

year-olds in Cincinnati, or approximately 4,600 of each. (cite RAND). 

This report revealed that of the existing preschool slots in the city, only 45% were 

considered high-quality (Karoly et al, 2016). These high-quality seats are found in Head Start, in 

Cincinnati Public Schools, and in programs that had a rating of 3,4, or 5 stars in the Ohio Step 

Up To Quality (SUTQ) rating system (a). However, in terms of capacity, Cincinnati may not 

have been far off from meeting its demand, as it had in the past emphasized expanding access 

through programs like Rising Stars Academy, which provided hundreds of district-sponsored 

preschool spots (L).  

 Specifically, in 2015, the year before the initiative passed, Cincinnati was recorded to 

have approximately 7,215 slots available, but which only 4,386 of these slots were guaranteed to 

3-5 year olds. The other 2,829 slots were reserved for all ages from 0-12. Another source 

estimated total demand for preschool to include about 7,700 children of the 9,150 in Cincinnati, 

or 84% of preschool aged children, who were willing to participate in the program (Karoly et al, 

2016). This means the city had the capacity to provide seats for 79% of the city’s preschool-aged 

children prior to the initiative based on population estimates, but when considering demand for 

preschool, their capacity would have been able to provide access to almost 93% of estimated 

population of preschool aged children they believed would participate.  



 

Table 7a. Pre-initiative landscape Cincinnati, Ohio 

 Pre-
initiative 
year 

Total 
population 
of 
preschool 
age 
children  

# of 
providers 
(school 
and 
center 
based) 

Existing # 
of slots  

% of 
high 
quality 
slots 

Children 
served in 
high 
quality 
preschool 
(%)/ (n/x) 

Measure 
of 
Capacity 
(under 
estimate) 
(%) 

Measure of 
Capacity 
(%) (over- 
estimate) 

Demand Unmet 
Demand 
(based on 
under 
estimate 
of 
capacity) 

Unmet 
demand 
(based on 
over- 
estimate 
capacity) 

Gap in 
quality, 
capacity, 
or 
financial 
access 
for 
children? 

Cincinnati
, OH 

2015 9,150 
children 
(age 3&4) 

174  7,215 
[39% for 
age 0-12]  
[61% for 
ages 3-5 
ear olds] 

45%  36%  48% [total 
population
]or 56% 
[demand] 
(3-5 year 
olds 
only)) 

79% [total 
population] 
or 93% 
[demand] 
(includes 0-
12 slots) 

84%  52% [total 
population
] to 44% 
[demand] 

21% [total 
population] 
to 7% 
[demand] 

Quality 
gap and 
financial 
access, 
potential 
capacity 
gap 

Research Report: Options for Investing in Access to High-Quality Preschool in Cincinnati 2016 RAND Corporation 
* preschool aged children ages 3 and 4 years old 
** high-quality rating systems vary by city/county/state rating system  
***Demand = (estimated preschool aged children in families likely to send children to preschool)/(total population 3 and 4 year olds) = 7700/9150 
**** Capacity underestimate = (61% of total slots for just 3-5 year olds in Cincinnati)/(total population of 3 and 4 year olds) OR (7700 preschool 
aged children in families estimated to be interested in attending preschool) = (4,386/9150) OR (4386/7700) 
*****Capacity overestimate = (total slots, including slots among providers that accept ages 0-12)/(total population of 3 and 4 year olds) OR (7700 
preschool aged children in families estimated to be interested in attending preschool) = (7215/9150) OR (7215/7700) 
****** Children served in high quality pre-k = (% of high quality slots  x  existing # of total slots)/total population 
******* Unmet demand underestimate = (100%) minus (Capacity underestimate of total population of 3 and 4 year olds) OR (100%) minus 
(Capacity underestimate of population estimated to be interested in attending preschool) 
******** Unmet demand overestimate= (100%) minus (Capacity overestimate of total population of 3 and 4 year olds) OR (100%) minus 
(Capacity overestimate of population estimated to be interested in attending preschool)



 However, if you consider that only 4,386 of the slots were guaranteed to seat just 3 and 4-

year-olds, or 61% of the city’s capacity, then the total estimated capacity based on population 

estimates for 3-5 year-olds was 48%, and capacity based on demand among 7,700 preschool 

aged children was closer to 56%. This means unmet demand based on estimates of population of 

3 and 4-year-olds would range between 21% and 52%, and unmet demand based on estimated 

families willing to enroll their children in preschool would be between 7% and 44% (Karoly et 

al, 2016). Thus, there is an overestimate and underestimate of available capacity and unmet 

demand in Cincinnati, although the more appropriate data to use may be closer to the 

overestimate, since 39% of child care slots are used by at least some population of 3, 4 and 5-

year-olds, and of the 61% of providers serving 3 to 5-year-olds, the slots are disproportionately 

held by 4-year-olds (Karoly et al, 2016). The overestimate of available capacity and unmet 

demand measures may be more appropriate also based on the program’s language around or 

quality improvement funds, which are made available by CPP to all providers who serve eligible 

preschool-aged children, including those who serve beyond 5-year-olds (“Cincinnati Preschool 

Promise, LLC Master Agreement”, n.d.). Lastly, based on RAND recommendations from 

community stakeholders, CPP’s  two priorities for their preschool program were to ensure they 

provide financial access for children and access to high quality preschool, which they identified a 

significant gap for. (Karoly et al, 2016).   

Overall, with demand for slots close to being met in terms of capacity, and based on 

Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC’s budget and implementation goals, it appears that CPP 

prioritized quality improvements and financial access, with capacity also on their list of priorities 

to achieve universal access eventually. This is supported by the fact that most of their budget was 

set aside for tuition assistance and quality improvements for providers, and quality 



improvements were made available to all providers who accept preschool aged children 

(“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement”, n.d.) 

Participation requirements and criteria 

 The intention of Cincinnati Preschool Promise (CPP) is to provide preschool-aged 

children living in impoverished circumstances the opportunity to attend high-quality preschool 

and increase the number of highly rated, quality seats in the CPS district, meaning getting 

providers to achieve a quality accreditation ranking of 3, 4, or 5 with Ohio’s Step Up to Quality 

rating system SUTQ. The Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC allocates tuition funds for eligible 

children to high-quality rated providers in the geographic bounds of the Cincinnati Public School 

District based on a minimum operating amount per year, the number of participating children, 

the quality rating of the program they participate in, hours per day, and number of days per week 

minus the amount of other subsidies/assistance provided to children. This means any provider 

accepting tuition funds must be rated 3, 4, or 5 stars with SUTQ (Cincinnati Preschool Promise, 

May 2017). To be eligible for tuition funds with CPP, families must have applied to all available 

private and public assistance opportunities before they are eligible for tuition assistance. 

(Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC, 2018). 

 Non-rated/low quality rated preschool providers participating in the program are not 

eligible for tuition funds from CPP eligible children, but are eligible for quality improvement 

funds, which are awarded based on a minimum operating cost per year, and grants are awarded 

in amounts based on need at the discretion of the Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC. Providers 

that require 12 months or less to achieve a higher quality rating will be prioritized in terms of 

funding availability, while providers who are rated very low, and require longer term intensive 

support will be granted funding at a later date (Cincinnati Preschool Promise, 2017). 



Additionally, providers who are in 1 of the 13 identified “quality deserts” in Cincinnati 

neighborhoods with a limited number of SUTQ quality rated preschool seats compared to 

number of eligible children will be prioritized for quality improvement funds (Cincinnati 

Preschool Promise, 2017).   Participating providers will not be eligible to accept funds for both 

tuition assistance and quality improvements in the same school year. However, providers that 

earn an additional star rating but are not yet quality rated after going through the quality 

improvement process will be considered for another action plan to continue to work with their 

quality improvement coach to reach a 3-star rating” (Cincinnati Preschool Promise, 2017, p. 6).  

(Thus, there are two tiers for provider participation, either through quality improvement funds 

(Cincinnati Preschool Promise, 2017) or tuition assistance subsidy from eligible children in high 

quality rated providers.  

Budget and funding 

In 2016, the 5-year Cincinnati Public Schools levy passed, which meant that public 

schools would be bringing in $33 million a year to strengthen K-12 education. $15 million 

dollars of this provision annually would be applied toward expanding access to high-quality 

preschool in public schools (“Annual Reports, Data and Financial Statements”, n.d.). This levy 

allowed CPP to provide tuition to children. The amount of tuition dispersed annually varies 

based on funding available for children through other subsidized funding. However, average 

tuition per child was about $6,100 in 2018.  The masterplan allocated funding by “Tuition 

Assistance” and “Quality Improvements” as seen in Table 7b. Over time, the available funding 

used annually will increase by a million dollars for each. This demonstrates that CPP expects to 

be supporting more students and providers over time. 

 



 

Table 7b Allocation of Funds  

School year            Allocation of funds 
School Year 
2017/2018 
 
School Year 
2018/2019 
 
 School Year 
2019/2020  
 
School Year 
2020/2021  
 
School Year 
2021/2022 

A minimum of $5,000,000 will be available for Tuition Assistance 
and a minimum of $2,000,000 will be available for Quality Improvement Grants 
 
A minimum of $6,000,000 will be available for Tuition Assistance 
and a minimum of $3,000,000 will be available for Quality Improvement Grants 
 
A minimum of $7,000,000 will be available for Tuition Assistance 
and a minimum of $2,000,000 will be available for Quality Improvement Grants 
 
A minimum of $8,000,000 will be available for Tuition Assistance 
and a minimum of $2,000,000 will be available for Quality Improvement Grants 
 
A minimum of $9,000,000 will be available for Tuition Assistance 
and a minimum of $1,000,000 will be available for Quality Improvement Grants 

Source “Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement” (n.d.) 

 

Program and implementation goals 

Access & Capacity  

Cincinnati Preschool Promise held high expectations for participation by providers and 

children in their program, reflected in their implementation plans. They anticipated that within 

the first year, with contracting efforts, they would be able to create 300 new seats in the 

Cincinnati public schools (which are assumed to be high-quality rated already) and enroll 2000 

children in the program accepting tuition (k). In year 2, they estimated they would be able to 

create 400 additional seats in the public schools but did not state how many children they hoped 

to serve by year 2.(“Cincinatti Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement”, n.d.). Regarding, 

“New Community Provider Preschool Seats” these are defined as community provider preschool 

seats in a quality preschool program added after June 30, 2017 as part of the Quality 

Improvement Program which CPP is undertaking (“Cincinatti Preschool Promise, LLC Master 



Agreement”, n.d.). In years 3 through 5, they predicted they would begin to raise the quality of 

seats in community preschool locations, hoping to have improved the quality of at least 200 seats 

per year, for a total of 1,000 new quality seats by year 6. They also hoped to have served 6,000 

children total by year 6.  However, they did not indicate how many children they specifically 

hoped to serve each year in tuition assistance. (“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master 

Agreement”, n.d.) 

Quality and Workforce 

 When planning the program, Cincinnati Preschool Promise considered their workforce 

quality and retention as a large factor in achieving quality and agreed to ensure it could pay both 

its public and private competitive wages, where a full-time credentialed teacher without a four-

year degree would make a minimum of $15.00 an hour (“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC 

Master Agreement”, n.d.) 

They explored new models further to help achieve a wage parity of at least $15.00 an 

hour as recommended in the RAND report and the Cincinnati Union Cooperative Initiative. 

(“Strategies towards wage equity in early Childhood” and “Options for Investing in Access to 

High Quality Preschool”) They also created a council under the Board of Education called the 

“Workforce Development Council” to monitor wage parity and employment standards under 

providers accepting tuition funds (“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement”, 

n.d.)They planned to provide quality improvement funds to also include salary supports for 

preschool teachers in order to support teacher recruitment and retention (Broadnax, 2016). 

Additionally, in their quality improvement provisions for non-rated, 1, and 2-star programs, they 

allocated funding specifically for: coaching, professional development and access to curriculum 

and assessments available in the form of a Quality Improvement Grant from the Cincinnati 



Preschool Promise, LLC the “preschool expansion organization” as defined in the Master 

Agreement for Preschool Expansion Services (k). It is unknown as of yet if these efforts have 

improved retention of quality teachers. However, there has been some unrest regarding the 

program’s ability to pay teachers the promised $15 dollar an hour minimum salary as promised. 

To address this, Cincinnati Preschool Promise recently launched a pilot program called the 

“Teacher Promise Grants Program,” which provides quality providers the opportunity for 

professional development or wage supplements (TEACHERS, n.d.).



 

Table 8c. Implementation Status - Cincinnati, OH 

Program year Implementation goal  Actual implementation outcome  Implementation Goal Fulfilled?  

 # of new seats made 
available annually5 

Children aim to serve  # of new seats # of children 
receiving tuition 

assistance  

Cincinnati Preschool Promise planned to be serving 
2,000 children in their first year, and to have created 200 
new quality seats by 2018-2019. Even in year 3, they 
have been unable to provide tuition to 2000 children, and 
CPP is currently only assisting 1463 children. It is 
unknown how many seats they were able to add to quality 
past year 1. Additionally, it cannot be verified from 
publicly available data if their goal was to be serving 
6,000 children annually by the end of the program, or if 
their goal was to have served 6,000 children total over 5 
years by 2022. If the goal is to serve 6,000 children by 
2022, they will likely meet this goal. It is unlikely that 
they will be able to serve a total of 6,000 children 
annually in year 6 at this rate though. 5 

Y1: 2016-2017 300 (CPS) 2000 children 300 CPS seats 1337 children [719 
CPS] [618 CPP]3 

Y2: 2017-2018 400 (CPS)  Could not locate Could not locate 1341 children [719 
CPS] [622 CPP]3 

Y3: 2018-2019 200 new (CPP)  Could not locate TBA 1463 children [768 
CPS] [695 CPP]1,2 

Y4: 2019-2020 400 aggregate (CPP)  Could not locate TBA TBA 

Y5: 2020-2021 600 aggregate (CPP)  Could not locate TBA TBA 

Y6: 2021-2022 1,000 aggregate 
(CPP)  

6000 children6,7 TBA TBA 

“Monthly-Update-February” (2019)1,"Monthly-Update-April", (2019)2 , Cincinatti Preschool Promise, LLC, (2018)3 , Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC, (2016)4 
“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement” (n.d.).5 , Weingartner & Zeleznik, (2017)6 , Wilkinson, (2016)7 

 
*(CPS – Cincinnati public school; CPP - community provided preschool) 
** CPS seats assumed to be quality, but expansion of those quality seats that accept tuition assistance 
*** CPP seats that are brought into quality, not necessarily eligible for tuition assistance, excludes existing quality CPP seats, this is a goal for 
number of CPP seats to bring up to quality 
****(define “serve” – to receive tuition from CPP, LLC) 
*****(limitations in actual number served, estimates vary based on when numbers were taken during the year, on attendance and other factors, 
reports inconsistent, recording information incorrectly such as in “Monthly Updates” February and April in 2019



 
Program status and implementation success  

Access  

The Cincinnati Preschool Promise is a very new program that has faced implementation 

challenges and is currently working to address them. In its first year, CPP was able to provide an 

average of $6,100.00 dollars in tuition to about 1,046 children, and provide quality slots to 1337 

children. In its second year, the program successfully recruited 82 existing high-quality rated 

providers into the program to accept tuition assistance from children who applied to the program: 

41 providers with Cincinnati public schools (CPS) and 41 community preschool providers 

(CPP). Tuition was primarily awarded to 4-year-old children in families below 200% FPL. The 

number of children receiving tuition included 1,341 children, 622 in community provided slots, 

and 719 in CPS schools. All of these providers were rated high quality of 3, 4 or 5 with SUTQ. 

However, the implementation goal for year 1 of the program was to supply 2000 quality slots, 

primarily to those children who are under 200% FPL and 4 years old; this goal was not met in 

year 1 or 2. 

Thus far in 2018-2019, the program’s third year, the recorded number of children 

receiving tuition assistance and presently enrolled in programs rated high-quality rose from 

1,450 (759 in CPS, 691 in CPP) in February 2019 to 1,463 (768 CPS, 695 CPP) in April. There 

are currently 43 participating public schools providing preschool and accepting tuition assistance 

as of April, and 52 community-based providers accepting tuition. In year 3, Cincinnati Preschool 

Promise has been unable to meet its first-year goal. (Cincinnati Preschool Promise , 4.1.19). The 

reason for this has not been addressed, other than the fact that they overestimated their original 

goal, and “set the bar too high.” (Sparling, 2017). 



Capacity 

 There has been no information publicly provided about the number of new seats being 

created in Cincinnati Public Schools or in other providers in the community. The only known 

expansion to date took place in year 1, with 300 new seats created in the Cincinnati Public 

Schools (“Cincinnati Preschool Promise, LLC Master Agreement”,n.d.). It is unclear if this 

means that providers are not expanding slots and classrooms currently, or if it has just not been 

reported. If providers are still moving up in quality, then it is possible that new quality slots have 

not been made. However, the number of providers that have reported moving up in quality has 

changed in 2018-2019 (Cincinnati Preschool Promise , 4.1.19), so it will be interesting to see 

what the 2018-2019 report releases for Cincinnati Preschool Promise in terms of “new” quality 

seats, which are essentially interpreted as improved seats. Clearly, more information is needed to 

understand the ramp up of new seats in Cincinnati, and information that explains how these 

quality slots will be created in Cincinnati. 

Quality and Workforce 

In terms of quality improvements, in year three, 2017-18, CPP school with 27 different 

providers, and helped 5 providers increase their star rating in the system, with one program 

moving from 1 star to 5 stars (Cincinatti Preschool Promise, n.d.) As of 2017, CPP was 

providing quality improvement funds for 16 schools, and had 13 providers with pending 

applications to get help improving their quality rating (Cite Annual Report 2017-18). This year 

in 2018-19, the third year of the program, 93 community-based providers so far have received 

quality improvement support, and among those, 24 are centers, 62 family child care, and 7 

parochial. In February 2019, 10 providers increased their rating to 1 star, 4 providers increased 

their rating to 2 stars, 5 providers increased their rating to 3 stars, 0 to 4 stars, and 3 providers to 



5 stars. By March 2019, 9 more providers increased their rating to 1 star, 3 more increased to 2 

stars, and 2 more increased to 3 stars. (“Monthly-Update-February”, 2019; “Monthly-Update-

April”, 2019).  CPP for some time struggled to implement this aspect of the program as it was 

still identifying a model for wage supports for teachers until 2018. They began doing this after 

receiving pressure from taxpayers and teachers, who criticized United Way of Cincinnati’s 

inability to fulfill their promise to fundraise as promised to supplement funding for teachers 

(Sparling, 2017).  They eventually piloted the Teacher Promise Grant program, which provides 

40 grants every cycle, and up to $2,000 dollars for approved teachers. Teachers who receive 

grant funds are then eligible for “Advancement Bonuses” Lastly, 47 Teacher Promise Grants 

were awarded as recently as April 2019 to aid investments in professional development and a 

highly qualified workforce (“Cincinnati Preschool Promise Teacher Promise Grants Program”, 

2019; Teacher Promise Grants Program Frequently Asked Questions, 2018). 

These numbers suggest that Cincinnati Preschool Promise is making progress. It is 

unknown how many quality seats each provider will supply following their improved quality 

status in the coming years, but while progress appears slow now, as they begin to bring more 

providers up to quality, there should be many spaces opening up considering the high existing 

capacity prior to the initiative. 

  



Shelby County, Tennessee  

Initiative passage 

 An initiative proposed and passed by both the City of Memphis and Shelby County to 

fund preschool occurred as a result of a joint ordinance, to support and fund First 8 Memphis, the 

501c3 agency created to organize and disperse state, county, city, and privately donated funds to 

build a continuum for early education for ages 0-8 (Skelley, 2019). The City of Memphis and 

Shelby County are contributing to the $16.6 million dollars of public funding estimated to be 

required to support high-quality preschool slots in public schools and community providers, 

helping the County’s most at risk, eligible, high-need 4-year-olds annually (Skelley, 2019).  

Specifically, First 8 Memphis will receive funding from different entities including funds set 

aside by the City and County from joint ordinances to cover the costs necessary to operate 1,000 

slots gained from a previous grant (Staff, 2019).  

This nonprofit will also support the expansion and maintenance of an additional 1,000 

slots so that more income eligible children and children meeting certain risk criteria, are able to 

attend for free (First 8 Memphis, 2018). The grant that led to initial creation of 1,000 new slots 

was the federal “Preschool Development Grant”, which was won through the organization 

Seeding Success to help fund quality and capacity building for Shelby County schools between 

2015 and 2019. The City of Memphis and the County tried to fund their own preschool 

expansions through referendums on city and county sales taxes for 2 years, hoping to secure 

sustainable funding to continue operating the newly acquired seats. However, these referendums 

failed among city and county voters, despite private donor’s calls for public matching of funds. 

(Dries, 2018). In May 2018, the county stated they did not want to put any long term financial 



commitments as a new mayor was coming in, and a new commission for Shelby County, 

however, they admitted they had a $20 million budget surplus they could have tapped into. 

Pre-initiative landscape  

 There is plentiful literature on the existing capacity in Shelby County for 4-year-olds and 

the quality of providers before the First 8 Memphis initiative. There is also literature on the 

previous efforts to implement full need-based enrollment, information on what worked and did 

not work, and literature by RAND critiquing the professional development and coaching of ECE 

providers and teachers, all which has informed the First 8 Memphis Initiative. These pre-existing 

efforts have much to do with the work of Seeding Success, Shelby County Schools, and the 4- 

year federal preschool development grant (PDG) which Memphis was awarded to support 

capacity and access to quality for four-year olds in Shelby County. See Table 9a.



 

Table 9a. Pre-Initiative Preschool Landscape for Shelby County, TN 

 Pre-
initiative 
year 

Total population of 
preschool age children  

# of 
providers 
(school and 
center 
based) 

Existing # of slots  % of high 
quality slots 

Children 
served in 
high quality 
preschool 
(%)/ (n/x) 

Demand 
(children in 
need) 

Measure of 
Capacity (%) 

Gap in quality, 
capacity, or 
financial access 
for children? 

Shelby County, 
TN 

2017-
2018 

20,000 children (ages 
0-5)  or 13,258 pre-k 
aged children in 2015  

Over 800 
childcare 
facilities  

7,667 slots for 
eligible children 

52% 
kindergarten 
ready (have 
access to 
public pre-k, or 
accredited, 3 
star programs 
in 2015)  

 76% of the 
income 
eligible 
children 
have access 
to quality 
pre-k slots; 
20% gap  

9,456 
children 
qualify for 
income 
eligible for 
tuition, and 
1,789 (20%) 
four-year 
olds without 
any 
curriculum 
based pre-k 
(2015)  

81% capacity 
total for income 
eligible four 
year olds; 57% 
capacity for all 
four year olds in 
Shelby County, 
including only 
slots that are for 
income eligible 
children  

Capacity, 
quality and 
financial access 

(First 8 Memphis, 2018). 
* preschool aged children ages 3 and 4 years old 
** high quality rating varies by city/county/state rating system  
*** Capacity = total slots available/total population, includes population that may not be interested in program 
**** Children served in high quality pre-k = (% of high quality slots x existing # of slots)/total pre-k aged population (includes population that 
may not be interested in program) 
*****Demand = (estimated children without slots)/(total population 3&4 year olds



 

First, to touch on existing capacity for four year olds: 

• “The population of four-year olds in Shelby County in 2015 was about 13,500 
children.  

 
• The number of four-year-old children eligible for a funded preschool seat was 9,450 

children approximately.  
 

• In terms of the number of four-year olds going without preschool or curriculum-based 
preschool, there were 1,789 four-year olds, or 20% of four year olds eligible for state 
funded curriculum based preschool slots without a slot.  

 
• There are 5,389 public funded preschool slots considered curriculum-based and high-

quality, or moving up in quality available for four year olds. 
 

• These public funded slots include Head Start slots, Shelby County Commissioned 
slots, VPK slots, and the 1000 new PDG slots”.  

 
Seeding Success. (Dec. 2015). Shelby County has information about the demand for 

preschool among the County’s 4-year-olds in greatest need, which is valuable for putting 

initiatives together. The significance of the existing capacity for Shelby County is that a); and b) 

that the County is not far off from meeting the demand and achievement gap for the County’s 4-

year-olds in terms of access and capacity. Shelby County, Memphis City, public schools and 

school districts and the State of Tennessee have done a tremendous job to support students 

through public schools and funding, but there may be more that can be done to support 

community and public providers in terms of quality and capacity.  

Shelby County ECE Compendium also addressed the landscape of providers for the 0-3 

age group in 2015, which is applicable since First 8 Memphis will work to expand quality 

childcare for this population (Seeding Success, 2015).  

Current sources of child care ages 0-3 in Shelby County:  



• 28,300 seats are available for ages 0-3 in unlicensed family care homes (700 
unlicensed family care homes with food program/inspections), or in own homes. 

 
• 1,305 licensed public seats are available for ages 0-3 via Early Head Start, Head Start, 

and special education funds. 
 

• 24,258 seats are available for ages 0-3 in private licensed child care centers and group 
and family child centers. 

 
• There are 857 total licensed providers in Shelby County: 34% are public and 66% are 

private; 17% of private licensed centers have no accreditation, and 68% are rated 3 or 
higher, including those rated by NAEYC. 

 
Additionally, regarding the market for providing quality childcare in Shelby County for ages 0-3: 

• 5% of licensed providers are NAEYC accredited  
 

• It is 2x more expensive to operate as NAEYC annually based on the staffing 
resources and limitations 

 
• Reimbursement rates in Tennessee do not increase for higher quality rated centers and 

the higher costs to provide quality 
 

• There is no market demand for quality or early education among families due to a 
lack of awareness and value 

 
• 2/3 of providers have indicated they do not want to see Tennessee’s QRIS 

requirements to change 
 

• 30% of these child care providers participate in trainings provided by Tennessee  
 

Seeding Success. (2015). This landscape of providers serving children 0-3 years shows 

that providers are not willing to go after high-quality, unless there is a push in several directions 

by lawmakers and relevant agencies, including: a) parent education and awareness on quality and 

the need for early care education, b) education for providers on the importance of quality in their 

child centers b) changes to the reimbursement rate to help pay for quality seats for low income 

children, creating an incentive for providers to include these children while supporting quality in 

their program, and c) requirements by the state that providers must become accredited. Special 



considerations should be taken to ensure that creating these regulations on quality and necessary 

accreditations do not lead to providers exiting the market, and that providers receive support to 

help pay for the cost of quality which is a trade off with the number of children they can support 

in care at a time.  

In terms of quality care for 4-year-olds, there are many publicly provided preschool slots 

available for Shelby County’s high-need 4-year-olds, which means that 80% of slots should be 

high-quality, since the focus by the state, county, and city is to provide enough funding to allow 

income eligible 4-year-olds to attend quality preschool and most slots are funded through the 

school districts, which meet many quality standards. Public- provided preschool slots are by law 

subject to requirements for class size ratio, teacher/classroom ratios, an experienced teacher, 

family engagement, professional development, trainings, required evaluations then these slots are 

both curriculum-based and meeting standards and benchmarks that NIERR recommends 

(Preschool Development Grants, 2016). 

This commitment to quality by Tennessee and local and county leaders across the board 

was informed by a critique from a Vanderbilt longitudinal study on the Voluntary Pre-K program 

funded by the state of Tennessee (Lipsey, Farran & Durkin, 2018). This study which began in 

2008-09, found that students in funded seats provided by VPK lost the accumulated benefits of 

preschool by second grade. Lipsey concluded that although Tennessee was meeting 9/10 NIEER 

benchmarks, class observation ratings otherwise suggested the program was not quite meeting 

the quality threshold, and that an emphasis on social and emotional regulation should be just as 

important in public provided schools as curriculum, content, and skills. Additionally, 

recommendations were made to offer a K-3 alignment, helping to safeguard the investments 

made in preschool over a continuum. (Tatter, 2018).  
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In 2017, Tennessee made a change; they began providing VPK funds to schools if they 

were able to demonstrate their commitment to providing quality education. This means districts 

were rewarded grants based on the quality of their preschool program instead of the number of 

students they serve, as they did prior to the Vanderbilt critique. In line with a 2016 bill, districts 

now have to organize implementation plans proving they are: “using strong curriculum, 

supporting and training their preschool teachers, and reaching out to families to support at-home 

learning in their application for state funds for their pre-k programs” (Bauman, 2018; Tatter, 

2018;  Tatter, 2016; Bauman, 2017). 

 Additional efforts to funding seats come from the Shelby County Commission, in which 

$3 million dollars annually go toward 20 seats for eligible 4-year-olds. Most recently, a federal 

Preschool Development Grant was used to expand capacity and quality for 4-year-olds needing 

preschool, using $35 million dollars over 4 years, 2015-2019. These funds created 1000 new 

seats and improved 1000 existing seats. This goal was met over 3 years. Four school districts and 

31 community providers participated in the expansions and quality improvements. The four 

school districts were part of the Shelby County Consortium (Bartlett Schools, Shelby County 

Schools, Millington Schools, Achievement School District (Preschool Development Grants, 

2016). Now that these slots will no longer be funded by the PDG as of June 2019, Shelby County 

and Memphis city are helping to keep these seats by funding First 8 Memphis. The 

implementation goals and outcomes of expanding these seats can be seen in Table 9b. 
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https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/tn/2017/05/31/for-the-first-time-tennessee-awards-pre-k-funding-based-on-quality-not-quantity/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/tn/2017/05/31/for-the-first-time-tennessee-awards-pre-k-funding-based-on-quality-not-quantity/


Table 9b. Implementation Status – Pre-initiative PDG Grant Memphis  

 Implementation Goal Actual Implementation  Goals 
Fulfilled? 
 

Year #of seats to 
create 

# of 
classrooms 

# of seats 
created 

Total 
aggregated 
# seats 

# of 
classrooms 
created 

# of 
children 
enrolled 

Overarching 
goals and 
specific goals 
 

2015-2016 400 seats  
 

Data not 
located 

660 seats 
created 

660 new 
seats 

33 Data not 
located 

90% of seats 
filled by 
eligible, high 
need children; 
1000 new 
seats + 1000 
improved 
seats over 50 
classrooms 
(32 improved 
classrooms, 
17 new 
classrooms). 
The goal to 
increase 
capacity and 
quality for 
eligible 
children met 
by providing 
seats 
primarily in 
public schools 
within VPK 
framework. 

2016-2017 300 seats; 
changed to 
goal of 170 
new seats 

12-13 
classrooms 

220 seats 
created;   
1,346 
improved 
seats  

880 new 
seats + 
1,346 
improved 
seats; total 
2,226 seats 

11 
classrooms 

216/220 
seats 
enrolled 
with 
eligible, 
high need 
four year 
olds 
(2016d) 
 

2017-2018 
(December) 

300 seats, 
changed to 
goal of 170 
new seats 

4 
classrooms 

120 seats 
created; 700 
additional 
improved  

1,000 new 
seats + 
2,046 
improved 
seats; total 
3,046 seats 

6 
classrooms 
created  

Data was 
not 
located 

2018-2019 TBA TBA TBA TBA TBA TBA 

PDG Annual Performance Report “2016” and “2017” 
  

The primary objective of the PDG was to help Memphis increase the number of children 

with access to a quality seat. The implementation process to help fund quality seats for four year 

olds in Shelby County was overall successful. The overarching goal of 1000 new and 1000 

improved seats allowed some flexibility in year to year goals; for example, in year 1, they had 

only estimated they would build 400 new seats, but were able to build 660 new seats 

unexpectedly. To adapt to this, they created new goals for the following year, which was to add 

170 seats over 2 years. The only problems experienced during the process had to do with 

challenges in expansions. Public schools did not always have the available capacity to expand to 



address the demand in some of those low-income areas with many eligible children, while in 

other schools, particularly in the Bartlett school district, there were not enough eligible children 

in the area to justify the building of a new classroom. This is a problem experienced widely 

across programs that target children, either by race or income, and one that Nashville also 

experienced concurrently as it implemented the PDG, but did not affect the success in building 

seats as much as enrollment of children in certain areas. This grant helped to secure 7500 

preschool seats in Shelby County, but without the PDG, leaders and agencies are left to figure 

out how they are going to find the funds to retain these 1000 new quality seats. 

Budget and Funding 

The City of Memphis plans to commit $6 million dollars recurring from 2018-2022, 

which comes from a 1% diversion of property tax and expiring tax incentives (Pignolet, 2018). 

Shelby County already commits $3 million dollars on a recurring basis to fund 20 preschool 

seats; in 2019, they set aside an additional 2.5 million out of the general fund revenue, which will 

go towards the $16.6 million dollars in funding needed annually to support preschool seats 

(Pignolet, Burgess, Munks, 2019). 

The main priority for ECE leaders and government officials in Shelby County, in line 

with Seeding Success’ and First 8 Memphis, is retaining the 2000 high-quality (1000 new, 1000 

improved) seats they were able to create in the public schools of the Shelby County Consortium, 

a group of districts in Shelby County. Seeding Success won the city of Memphis (along with 

Nashville) the federal “preschool development grant” known as PDG to bolster their capacity 

and quality for qualifying four-year olds in Shelby County (Carefoot, 2017). The County was 

allotted $35 million dollars per city, and now that the funding is over, the city is investing in 

First 8 Memphis not only to maintain their 2000 seats, but to create 1500 additional seats, so that 



every four-year old in the County has access to a high-quality seat (First 8 Memphis, 2018; 

Carefoot, 2017; Dries, 2019).  

On top of public allocations of recurring funds, private and philanthropic donors raised 

$23 million to support early child care through 3rd grade initiatives of First 8 Memphis (Dries, 

2019). Other public funds going toward preschool in Shelby County/Memphis, include a federal 

Head Start grant funding 160 classrooms annually ($23 million dollars) and State Voluntary Pre-

K Grants funding 126 classrooms (over $11.6 million dollars) annually (First 8 Memphis, 2018). 

Seeding Success estimates that to sustain the 65 classrooms created from the PDG grants, and to 

add 54 more classrooms, which cost approximately $160,000 dollars each, they will need 

approximately $16.6 million annually to fund preschool, securing 8500 seats for 4-year-olds, and 

that all 4-year-olds have a seat in the County (First 8 Memphis, 2018). From the PDG 

evaluations, they observed that new slots in public schools cost $8,200 dollars, and improved 

seats cost $1,240 dollars. 

Table 8c: First 8 Memphis funding landscape in Shelby County, TN 

Funding Source Current Funds $ Classrooms # Additional Available 
Funds $ 

State Voluntary TN Pre-K Grant 
Shelby County Commission 
City of Memphis 
Private 
Federal Head Start Grant 
4 year Federal PDG 

$11.6 million (recurring) 
$3 million (recurring) 
n/a 
n/a 
$23.1 million recurring 
$7.5 million annual (4 years) 

126 
20 
n/a 
n/a 
160  
65 classrooms 

n/a 
$2.5 million set aside 
$6 million recurring 
$23 million 
n/a 
n/a 

Estimate cost of 54 additional classrooms is $160,000 = $8.64 million annually 
Estimate cost of maintaining 65 classrooms from PDG = $7.5 million annually 
Total estimate needed $16.6 million annually 
From First 8 Memphis  

 

  



Program Requirements and Eligibility 

 The requirements to participate in the First 8 Memphis program for families seeking 

preschool are priority based, with 3 tiers of eligibility criteria and an application submitted by 

families to be selected into programs. Families with 4-year-old children are eligible for free state 

funded preschool seats. 

• By law, first priority (Tier 1) students consist of anyone who is economically 
disadvantaged, as defined by the Department of Health and Human Services, typically 
meaning families eligible for free or reduced lunches, TANF, etc are eligible to be 
enrolled in a funded preschool seat.  
 

• The second priority (Tier 2) students consist of students with disabilities, English 
language learners, children under the state’s custody, or educationally at risk students due 
to circumstances/neglect.  

 
• Third priority (Tier 3) consists of the enrollment of any children considered underserved 

by the Community Pre-K Advisory Council, meeting age requirements (First 8 Memphis, 
2018).  

 

The providers of the new and improved preschool slots and classrooms from Seeding 

Success’ work with the federal PDG and by Shelby County Schools have typically included 

additions of classrooms in schools in four different districts in Shelby County, and 31 

independent providers.It is unclear what the qualifications to participate in the First 8 Memphis 

program are at this point as a provider, but their plan outlines partnerships with local school 

districts and community providers to continue to expand capacity and quality.  

Of importance, under state law, Tennessee’s state funded preschool program, known as 

“Voluntary Pre-K” and administered by the Department of Education and Office of Early 

Learning requires high-quality education to be administered: Teachers should hold a bachelor's 

degree with teacher licensure in early childhood education, or have other certifications and 



endorsements; the minimum required for teacher’s assistants is a Child Development Credential, 

18 hours of professional development in their first year of hire, 1:10 staff ratio at all times except 

nap time, class sizes no larger than 20 students, with 1 licensed teacher and 1 endorsed teacher, 

comprehensive and appropriate curriculum, pay parity of teachers within public schools, and 

more (Preschool Development Grants, 2016).  

Program and Implementation goals 

Access and Capacity 

The goals of First 8 Memphis include both long term and short term goals: 

Short term: 

• 90% of children kindergarten ready by 2025 
• 90% of 3rd graders reading on grade-level by 2025 

Long term: 

• To serve the majority of our at-risk children 0-8 and their families who are vulnerable 
to poverty at a level that will make sustained improvements in the lives of residents & 
create economic returns for Shelby County. 
 

The nonprofit plans to tackle these goals build on recommendations from the Vanderbilt 

study, and from the Early Childhood Education Strategy put together by Shelby County. They 

intend to create a continuum of education across ages 0-8, emphasizing structural, environmental 

engagement, and educational quality, breaking populations down to 0-3, preschool age 4, and K-

3rd. Specifically, their goals are to fund high-quality and access in the most underserved 

communities and zip codes for not only 4-year olds, but 0-3 year olds. These goals can be seen in 

Table 9d. 

  



Table 9d. Implementation Goals - Shelby County, TN, First 8 Memphis 

Year Preschool Goals (4 year olds)  Childcare Goals (0-3 year olds) 

 # of seats 

funded 

# of 

classrooms 

Funds needed # of children 

served 

Funds needed 

2017-2018 7500 375 $60 million n/a n/a 

2018-2019 7500 375 $60 million 1000 $2 million 

2019-2020 7800 390 $62.4 million 2000 $3.7 million 

2020-2021 8000 400 $64 million 4000 $5.9 million 

2021 > 8500 425 $68 million 4000 $11.6 million 

 First 8 Memphis Early Childhood Education Strategic Plan, 2018 

 

As shown, the nonprofit First 8 Memphis wants to ramp up the number of high-quality 

funded slots they provide for four year olds from 7500 to 8500 slots over 3 years, as well as fund 

4,000 seats for ages 0-3 in early childcare. They will have to expand the capacity in Shelby 

County by an additional 1,000 slots, which means contracting with providers. They also will 

facilitate home visitation of children age 0-3, and reinforce k-3rd alignment.  

Regarding how these preschool expansions will occur, First 8 Memphis will expand to 

both public and private providers through a “performance-based RFP process”, which means that 

contracts will be written requiring certain evaluations and measures be fulfilled in exchange for 

funds. This process will allow new and existing providers to meet “demand and quality 

expectations” (First 8 Memphis, 2018). It is unclear if any provider may apply, or how funding 

will be distributed, as there is no budget adopted yet. More information is needed, but First 8 

Memphis appears to be committed to providing support for a strong workforce through 

professional development trainings and coaching, which are available by the state, and continued 

class evaluations. 



Quality 

 First 8 Memphis has demonstrated that they want to instill uniform high-quality standards 

in the child care industry, and have outlined indicators for the state to include in their licensure 

requirements and evaluation of childcare providers, ideally to add a 4th and 5th star to QRIS 

standards. To create “educational quality,” they emphasize credentials, temperament and ability, 

educational curriculum, healthy foods, assessments, and kindergarten readiness as components 

which will help create quality. They also want “engagement quality” through staff-parent 

alignment, community responsiveness, director accessibility, and community organizations. For 

“environmental quality,” the components learning environment, skilled support staff, and DHS 

Star rating will be important. Lastly, “structural quality” will emphasize staff compensation, 

teacher support, data informed leadership, financial stability, pedagogical leadership, business 

leadership, and stable workforce. How they plan to instill quality is not yet established firmly. 

Program status and implementation success 

` First 8 Memphis has not yet been launched; it will begin next year, thus more information 

should be available by June. Thus, nothing can be said toward the status of implementation. 

Concerning the status of the factors which will affect First 8 Memphis, there are many 

changes happening around preschool in the state that will be valuable. For example, Tennessee 

recently raised the reimbursement rate for providers who accept funds from children in the 

childcare payment assistance program. Their hope is to create more options for families 

considered low income by incentivizing more providers to accept reimbursement payments that 

are able to support quality. This could mean quality providers participating in the child care 

payment assistance program, “Smart Steps”, due to the availability of higher funding necessary 



to sustain a high-quality program, or programs who accept child care payments from the state to 

increase their own quality rating (“Tennessee raising reimbursement rates for people in child 

care program,2019”  

Additionally, pay parity for teachers will be important for the implementation of the 

program. Tennessee offers lead teachers and teacher assistants pay parity in terms of salary and 

benefits through the “Voluntary Pre-K” program. This means pay parity is limited to public 

preschool settings, as opposed to pay parity for teachers in community provided child centers, as 

VPK operates through school districts. This is significant First 8 Memphis, as stability of 

workforce, and retention of a qualified workforce are addressed at a public level, which is 

essential to ensuring high-quality (Barnett & Kasmin, 2019). Tennessee is one of the few states 

that offer pay parity across both lead teachers and teacher assistants.  

This concludes the description of findings of the four case studies.  

Data Challenges and Limitations 

 For each case study, there was some either missing information, inconsistent information, 

or information found that was of poor quality. If there was information that could not be found in 

reports or evaluations published by the party tasked with reporting on implementation successes, 

sometimes the information was located in local news reports and press releases. The accuracy of 

this data was sometimes in question as it could be compared between articles and between 

released reports. If the data was inaccurate, it could be due to misinterpretations by reporters, but 

other times, if there were differences between articles and reports, it appeared to have been 

caused by time elapsing leading to changing statistics, or the rounding of numbers were 

responsible for inconsistencies.  



Additionally, certain information on initiative goals was in particular, not always 

accessible. Some case studies and initiatives had publicly available strategic plans, master plans, 

implementation plans, and reports made for the purpose of showing how they were going to 

carry out certain goals. This information could not always be found for some cases, particularly 

year to year goals to be achieved over time. Sometimes news articles press releases were the only 

sources of information for these vital program details. 

Another challenge of finding data on this topic is that the reports and evaluations which 

were conducted on each program were meant for purposes other than this report. Their purpose is 

to inform policymakers and funding agents on their successes and what they might improve. 

However, there is valuable information not always accessible in these reports to be made known 

about challenges faced each year, why program planners made certain decisions, and very 

specific information about how they ramped-up their programs from one year to another that was 

not indicated.  

Programs sometimes were not consistent in presenting information. In some reports, there 

was information that they mentioned they would provide in following years, but did not provide 

in later reports. In some programs, the evaluation measures changed from year to year. What was 

particularly helpful in reports was survey data collected by parents and providers. Certain data 

collected, such as the number of providers found to have decreased in quality, was useful, but 

does not answer the “why” this report shared this with members of the ECE community, or the 

challenges in maintaining providers at high quality. In the future, we would recommend that 

reports and evaluations examine and reflect specifically about implementation challenges faced 

each year. 

 



Discussion 

In this study, I examined documents and information available about four preschool 

initiatives (Denver Preschool Program, Pre-K 4 SA, Cincinnati Preschool Promise, and First 8 

Memphis) to address the following questions:  

1. How long does it take to build quality and expand pre-k capacity?  

2. What are the challenges with increasing the supply of childcare when new 

 funding becomes available in a new county/city initiative?  

3. What challenges have been were identified during implementation of these initiatives?   

 In looking at this information, it t became apparent that there are lessons to be drawn 

from their implementation, and barriers and challenges they continue to address in their 

programs.  Some lessons are more applicable based on the goals of a program and their funding 

ability. With every program, there will be tradeoffs that must be made due to constraints of 

political feasibility and funding levels; however, for future programs, it is important to 

understand what factors may prohibit the success of a program to understand the reality of early 

childhood education and adapt to that reality to see that the program and implementation plan is 

well informed and conducted to maximize results.  

Learning Lessons 

The four different programs explored in this report each differed by program structure and 

implementation status, but also share similarities in challenges and lessons. However, because 

each program conducts evaluations differently, and collects data in different ways, certain 

programs were able to provide more information than others to address the questions this report 

hoped to provide insight for. This was reflected in individual learning lessons of programs, 



which are listed in order of oldest to newest programs, while similarities between programs can 

be identified in Table 9: Lessons learned and Common Trends and lessons. 

Denver Learning Lessons  

Denver over the course of 10 years has been committed to improving its program for 

providers and parents. Through evaluations and reports, some lessons can be gleaned that may 

inform other initiatives. 

Incentives for providers to maintain quality 

Because preschool expansion efforts are generally focused on increasing access and 

quality, the issue of quality requirements are a key issue in understanding how providers respond 

when initiatives are passed that bring money into the ECE landscape. Denver Preschool 

Program found some providers were unhappy with how incentives were designed for 

maintaining at quality, although most expressed a positive view of the quality improvement 

credit system and CLASS monitoring, particularly community-based providers. The current 

design of the quality rating funds and grants is that there is a set amount of funding offered to 

each provider. The program only sets aside 10% of the budget for quality improvement credits, 

and credits are provided on an as needed basis. This means that providers at lower quality may 

receive more funding than providers at higher quality, which is okay for improving quality, but 

may not work to maintain at quality.  Some providers were okay with this, stating that lower 

quality providers need more help financially, but other providers expressed that they could not 

meet the quality goals they create with coaches every 2 years, due to limited funding and 

feasibility of goals ( The Butler Institute for Families, 2017).  This means that while the system 

was designed to incentivize quality and number of classrooms through the reimbursement of 



higher tuition, providers at high quality may not be rewarded for achieving high quality, or the 

costs of maintaining quality may seem to be greater than the returns, leading to a potential 

disincentive for providers to achieve quality, since their funding decreases once they achieve 

higher quality. However, DPP bases its tuition credits to children on the quality of the program, 

where higher quality is rewarded in this way as opposed to quality improvement funds, which is 

a huge incentive for providers to participate. Providers also stress that ongoing funding for 

coaching, materials, and professional development are necessary to sustain the quality 

improvements required by the new rating system, Colorado Shines (The Butler Institute for 

Families, 2017). 

Because some providers express a need for more funding, even with tuition awards for 

high quality being higher, it suggests that there is a need to understand the full costs involved 

in maintaining high quality and continuously investigate and seek feedback from 

providers. Additionally, this need is supported by Denver’s Final 2016-17 Report that some 

providers discontinued their participation in DPP, and some reduced in quality across years (The 

Butler Institute for Families, 2017). 

Another finding was that some DPP providers who moved up in quality ranked lower for 

business administration, possibly signaling the difficult financials of managing a high-quality 

center that may be beyond their administrative capacity (Schimke, 2017). Thus, a learning lesson 

for current and future programs might be that in order to ensure providers are well supported and 

will remain at high quality, and that students in participating programs are receiving a high 

quality education, funding should consider the full costs involved in maintaining high 

quality. Additionally, program planners should identify the “best way” of providing this 

incentive, whether that be through quality improvement funds, a separate fund for providers who 



achieved quality, or through the level of reimbursement or tuition granted to children. Lastly, a 

meeting with providers might provide the most valuable insight into how support of high quality 

should be delivered.  

Overall, DPP’s quality improvement system has been beneficial and successful, but needs 

fine tuning to meet the needs of all types of providers. Some community providers stressed that 

they were fearful of participating in the quality rating system, since they fear it won’t accurately 

reflect their investment in quality (Schimke, 2017). Therefore, there may also be a need to 

differentiate quality improvements, quality improvement systems, and quality ratings by the type 

of provider, due to their initial starting capacity, as well as their different approaches to 

education, which can differ from traditional public schools.  

Budget accommodations during economic boom bust cycles 

During an economic downturn, Denver Preschool Program reported experiencing financial 

constraints which decreased the monthly tuition credit they could provide to families after 2010. 

Although DPP reported this did not affect enrollment rates significantly, the amount of available 

monthly tuition for tier 1 and 2 families, who have lowest annual incomes per year, was cut in 

half, and they no longer could afford to support children in full year pre-k, thus cut out summer 

month’s tuition. They were able to increase their funding in 2014 from an increase in sales tax, 

which allowed them to again provide full year pre-k. This increase in sales tax would also allow 

a set aside of funding in the budget in case of future economic downturns, although the amount 

set aside or rate is unknown. Denver Preschool Program is also looking to diversify their 

funding, which they stated in the situational analysis conducted by Mission Spark. Previously, 

they relied solely on the sales tax for tuition provisions. As a recommendation for current and 

incoming programs, diverse funding is as important as sustainable funding.  



Quality provider and capacity gap 

From an accumulation of reports by Denver Preschool Program, PADRES & JÓVENES 

UNIDOS, and Mission Sparks in 2016, there have been continued gaps in capacity of preschool 

in high poverty neighborhoods that need to be addressed. This is not just a problem of access to 

quality in these neighborhoods, but of childcare deserts in general that have not had their needs 

met by Denver Preschool Program. Efforts to mitigate this lack of access to slots might include 

budget provisions for transportation to ensure children are able to attend a high-quality 

preschool.  A recommendation by Mission Sparks who collaborated with Denver Preschool 

Program to conduct a situational analysis, is that the program “explore and partner on flexible 

delivery methods to reach kids where there aren’t seats and/or infrastructure, including 

partnering with the City to leverage underutilized public buildings like recreation centers, 

exploring mobile preschools, and encouraging onsite preschool delivery in partnership with 

nonprofits and local community centers” (Mission Spark, 2016, p.64) . 

Retention and workforce in ECE 

Importantly, Denver Preschool Program altered their quality rating system from Qualistar to 

Colorado Shines  in 2015. This system is the new state child licensure system which assesses 

five domains of centers, including: Workforce Qualifications and Professional Development, 

Family Partnerships, Leadership, Management and Administration, Learning Environment and 

Child Health Promotion. They also had added the preschool Classroom Assessment Scoring 

System (CLASS) to their quality rating and improvement activities in 2012-13 as new research 

was emerging about the importance of a quality workforce, teacher, and classroom environment 

to quality education. This signifies that at the start of the program, DPP had not been planning 

their program around quality workforce recruitment and maintenance, which other recent 



programs have made efforts to complete. Luckily, DPP partnered with the nonprofit Mission 

Sparks in 2016 to highlight DPP over time and brainstorm DPP’s direction. They proposed 

including workforce “retention, advancement, and pay” as part of their strategic plan going 

forward. Learning lessons here include harvesting program flexibility, allowing adjustments 

over time to possible challenges, and to emerging findings that may impact the program in 

the future. Here, Mission Spark again provides their own input to DPP’s success: “Remaining 

nimble and being prepared to respond to changes in the field of early education is another key 

principle of how the Denver Preschool Program operates, as is evident in the evolution of the 

quality rating and improvement activities of DPP” (Mission Sparks, 2016, p.49). 

 San Antonio Learning Lessons 

Access 

Pre-K 4 SA experienced minor challenges in terms of enrollment that were addressed 

relatively easily as the program developed. Due to the reliance of the program on school districts 

participating in order for state tuition to be applied to students living in San Antonio, if a district 

chose not to participate, children in San Antonio not residing in affiliated districts went without  

state funding for Pre-K 4 SA, as participation would be considered “out of district” (Foster-

Frau,2017) To address this problem, Pre-K 4 SA increased the percentage of tuition paying 

children, meaning families had to pay a certain dollar amount on a sliding scale to participate in 

the program. The program also responded by creating, scholarships for four-year-olds in families 

who met those criteria for free state tuition (Pre-K 4SA Evaluation Y2, 2015). Pre-K 4 SA also 

helped create access for these children outside of partner districts through competitive grants, 

allowing districts to fund their own expansions and receive state funding through this route, 

which there is some evidence that this funding helped to incentivize more districts to partner 



with the program (Foster-Frau, 2017). The learning lesson here is that every program will face 

unforeseen challenges, and every year a program should expect to evaluate and improve 

how it operates. San Antonio adjusted their program early on to meet the challenge of helping 

students outside of the participating districts who demonstrated need. It is key to identify and 

address these issues early on to fully realize the program’s success. 

 The city’s investment not only in physical capacity, but in transportation and workforce to 

create access is what really makes the program so functional. Transportation provided by Pre-K 

4 SA reduces the barriers to children participating in the program, which other initiatives have  

was found to be associated “with up to two months of literacy gains in 1st grade” in Pre-K 4 SA, 

thus demonstrating that transportation is an important investment (Lieberman, 2019).  

Additionally, Pre-K 4 SA’s investment in city wide professional development and training of 

preschool and K-3 teachers and principals was fundamental in the passage of the initiative to 

sustain buy-in from districts and community members, who saw the benefits for the whole 

community, as it was fundamental in creating access to quality throughout the city for all 4-year-

olds, not just the city’s most at risk. Whether this impact has been achieved has not been 

formally evaluated, but with the successful quality interactions of Pre-K 4 SA teachers recorded 

in evaluations, there is reason to believe the coaching and training available for all teachers will 

create value over time for all 4-year-olds in San Antonio. Thus, creating a program that 

provides a benefit to the community overall, even if you are targeting a population, was 

successful to the passage of an initiative.  

 

 



Capacity 

San Antonio was able to ramp-up its program in 3 years, which is a relatively short time. 

This success is only possible due to the city of San Antonio essentially running the centers 

through the Early Childhood Education Municipal Development Corporation Board, whom 

oversees Pre-K 4 SA. (Pre-K4SA, n.d.). The city employs the center’s master teachers and 

teacher aides, bids for contracts to build and renovate the 4 new centers, and due to the 

accessible use of public tax dollars, is able to operate in a timely manner in terms of negotiations 

and implementation. Thus the organizational structure employed by the city and funding set 

aside for the building of these centers to create these slots has been fundamental to the 

swiftness in which they were able to help enroll children into the program, as well as the 

participation of districts in the enrollment process.  

The costs of ramping up capacity on the scale of San Antonio’s program is not likely 

replicable in other cases, but it should be noted that the creation of four 50,000 square foot 

centers was the greatest expenditure by the city, consisting of over 50% of the program’s budget 

at full implementation. As a learning lesson, it should be considered whether this is a good 

investment when a city already has an existing foundation of public schools and districts who 

receive state funding to invest in capacity building, and with additional funding by the city, could 

invest in full day care, quality, and additional spaced.  

Quality 

 Recruitment of master teachers to the workforce was achieved through the purposeful 

establishment of higher starting salaries than public schools, meaning San Antonio goes beyond 

pay parity to recruit teachers. While they had success in recruiting this workforce, their retention 



rates are unknown through publicly available data. However, regardless, their 4 educational 

excellence centers were evaluated based on teacher interactions, and teachers were ranked higher 

than the federal Head Start programs. However, there was some conflict from districts, who were 

upset that the city program was stealing the district’s best teachers, incentivized by the pay. The 

learning lesson here is that to recruit a high quality workforce, higher pay can be effective, 

but whether it is effective long term is unknown (Pre-k 4 SA Evaluation Y4, 2017; Trickey, 

2017). 

Other lessons 

Although the sales tax may leave city initiatives subject to economic boom-bust cycle effects, 

San Antonio has not faced any challenges in this regard, most likely because their goals were to 

help build access and capacity for children who already had the funds provided by the state to 

attend high-quality, full day care. This means that if a child enrolls in the program, their ability to 

pay for a slot is not reliant upon Pre-K 4 SA’s ability to provide tuition, but rather to finance and 

operate the centers to keep the slots open for four-year olds. Thus, the challenges and 

consequences that Pre-K 4 SA may face during an economic downturn will look very different 

than other initiatives if they lose funding.  

In 2020, the Pre-K 4 SA initiative is subject to reauthorization in (“Pre-K4SA Calling 

Elections, 2012). If this initiative is not reauthorized, the greatest challenge will be how to 

continue operating the 4 model centers, which their success fully dependent on funding from the 

city, in which employees are paid higher wages to provide high-quality education, 50% of city 

funds being allocated to operate these model educational excellence centers. 

 



Cincinnati Learning Lessons 

Cincinnati’s “the Enquirer” explains areas that Cincinnati Preschool Promise should 

focus on moving forward. These 4 areas are likely applicable in explaining the shortfall in 

achieving year to year goals: 

• Barriers to access, including the location of providers, lack of transportation, and 

inadequate access during the summer 

• Quality improvements, and a need to step up efforts to increase the number of community 

providers that meet state quality standards with the Ohio SUTQ program, are likely partly 

responsible for not meeting access targets. CPP  report a need for quality improvement to 

keep up with tuition demand, where only 30-40% of the 6,000 Cincinnati Public School 

seats are quality rated at 3 or higher, and thus not enough CPS schools are eligible for 

tuition assistance in the program, and an overall shortage of quality seats has CPP making 

these quality improvements a priority (o). This shortage of quality seats would explain 

why tuition assistance and enrollments of students may be low, since this tuition only 

goes to providers and seats rated quality of 3,4, 5 (Enquirer editorial board, 2018).  

• Poor communication and outreach to eligible families in the first year to ensure families 

know about the program may have led to lower enrollments and utilization of tuition 

assistance from CPP.  The program will address this by focusing on marketing CPP to 

families. Cite? 

• Lack of evaluation and data collection for outcomes highlight CPP’s lack of mechanisms 

in place to measure the success of the program. This could be challenging for the growth 

of the program along the way, and their apparent lack of feedback and proper reporting 



measures will make it difficult to understand where the program needs support, or even if 

the program needs support. 

The program has been under scrutiny, particularly United Way of Cincinnati and the 

Cincinnati Preschool Promise Directors, who promised to ensure that participating teachers would 

have livable wages, but the initiative has come up short in accomplishing this.  Fundraising 

efforts were promised by United Way of Cincinnati to supplement the levy funding to help 

subsidize teacher salaries to $15.00 an hour, but this promise has not been met, and no 

fundraising has been done (h). This is particularly frustrating teachers, as well as tax payers, who 

do not see their funding being used wisely. At this time, Cincinnati Preschool Promise was also 

attempting to hire a permanent executive director early on in the program, and putting most of 

their energy toward enrollment. Their efforts have been focused on assembling the expertise and 

skill-set to help administer the program, but CPP stated they will address the wage issue, and put 

a committee together to identify how much this subsidization program would cost and how to 

implement it (h) From these efforts, they recently piloted a grant program for teachers, known as 

the “Teacher Promise Grants Program” which considers eligible teachers to receive grant funds 

and advancement bonuses for teachers who’s provider receives tuition assistance funds and who 

must remain with the provider through the grant cycle or forfeit all funds. (Sparling, 2017; 

Cincinnati Preschool Promise, n.d.)   

The learning lesson here is that before launching a program, it is important to have 

a strong administration and strong plan before implementation. CPP is working hard to 

ensure that tax payer money is spent wisely, which is important, as they are taking care and time 

to ensure the subsidization of teacher wages are well informed when they finally implement this 

aspect of the program, but as CPP is under fire for delaying this part of the program, it is 



important to a) plan all elements of a program before launching a program, b) incorporate 

realistic goals and timelines for implementation, c) take the time to communicate with the 

public and demonstrate transparency, and d) have a strong administration to oversee the 

program remains on track. 

Additional worries raised by reporters include making sure there was no crowd-out of 

nursery and toddler caregivers who work in the same sites, leading to school shutdowns, or other 

unintended consequences. CPP stated that they wanted to see how many 4 year olds would take 

advantage of the program before beginning enrollment of 3-year-olds, but have quickly opened 

up the program to 3-year-olds to make good on their promise. CPP expanded the program to 

include 3-year-olds as recipients of tuition assistance who are under 200% of the FPL, and to 

include 4-year-olds up to 250% FPL in 2017.  Their priority differs from other programs, in that 

their tuition assistance targets the poorest preschool aged students, as opposed to just 4-year-

olds. The outcomes of their efforts to include 3-year-olds in addition to 4-year-olds are unknown 

regarding how it impacted the childcare market in Cincinnati. This would be an important 

learning lesson if data is collected to understand this different approach. (Thompson, 2017; 

Cincinnati Preschool Promise, 2017). 

Shelby County Learning Lessons 

One of the most impressive aspects of the First 8 Memphis initiative is the commitment 

between the city, county, state, public schools, and even private donors to funding preschool for 

Shelby County. Their ramp-up of preschool to help meet the need of families was also 

impressive, even before the PDG grant in 2015 went through, which likely has to do with the 

structures in place by the Department of Human Services and Education to see through the 

expansions, and the County and City’s own match of local funding to create these funded seats. 



One of the aspects that Tennessee has been weaker on would be uniform high-quality 

across the state and in public and private provided ECE. This came to light in the Vanderbilt 

study, in which it was found that although meeting 9/10 NIEER benchmarks, the investments 

that have been made did not lead to better outcomes for participants participating in the funded 

preschool programs, and by third grade these students were falling behind. The creation of First 

8 Memphis is pivotal to seeing through that investments in preschool spaces have not been in 

vain, as they are taking into consideration the recommendations including the alignment of 

education between K-3rd grade and even ages 0-8, to maximize the number of quality 

interactions their participating children will have. The program also recommended that 

classroom observations be performed, to better assess the quality of teacher-child interactions 

and instructional quality.  

Of importance is that although the city and county did not pass a sales taxes or property 

tax, they have been able to fund slots through the diversion of general fund revenues within their 

budget to help maintain and provide funded seats primarily in public schools. This could be an 

option other cities support.  

From PDG lessons learned, it can be difficult to find classrooms and slots in high need 

areas due to childcare deserts, the program prioritizing eligible children. This means in locations 

where there are many eligible children, there may be no classrooms available to expand, while in 

other locations, there may be many classrooms with open spots, but not enough demand from 

eligible children. 

 

 



Question 1, “How long does it take to build quality and expand preschool capacity” 

is difficult to answer, since it depends on goals set by different case studies in what they define 

“building quality” and “expanding preschool capacity”. To address this question, I will consider 

the number of slots of quality preschool each program hoped to have created, how long their 

program was, if from year to year they were able to meet a certain quality level and number of 

slots, and in what year they recorded they were able to enroll the largest number of kids or had 

the largest number of participating preschools. I also attempt to identify a trend in terms of which 

year may be most critical for ramp-up across programs (see Table 10).  

 Question 2, “What are the challenges with increasing the supply of childcare when 

new funding becomes available in a new county/city initiative” will be answered by 

individually scanning programs for any challenges regarding provider participation, provider 

behavior, demand for quality, factors that contribute to available supply, and establishing the 

context of the program structure and the region in which it operates that might result in these 

challenges (see Table 10). 

Question 3, “What challenges were identified during implementation of these 

initiatives” (see Table 10) will be answered by scanning each program for challenges 

experienced that led to lower enrollment rates of children than predicted by implementation 

goals, and identifying changes in program’s structure that occurred (and why they occurred) 

based on program coverage in evaluations and media that reported on the program. I will also 

establish in what context these challenges to implementation came about, and demonstrate how 

the program structure or context might contribute to the existence of a challenge. This means, for 

example, if a program distributed tuition or scholarships to all children, the challenges 

experienced by this program would be different than a program that does not distribute tuition or 



scholarships, or a program that targeted low income children would experience different 

challenges to enrollment than a program that sought to provide assistance universally. If the 

program addressed this challenge, we will identify how they did so and if there was any recorded 

success from their approach. 

  



Table 10: Lessons learned  

Initiative 
Name and 
City 

1. How long does it take to build 
quality and expand preschool 
capacity?  

2. What are the challenges with 
increasing the supply of childcare 
when new funding becomes available 
in a new county/city initiative? 

3. What challenges were identified 
during implementation of these 
initiatives?   

Any additional insights or 
observations? 

Denver, CO  
Denver 
Preschool 
Program 

   Denver achieved its goal of providing 
50,000 4-year-olds with high-quality 
preschool over 10 years, and 65-70% of 
4-year-olds in Denver County.  
   To achieve this goal, they allowed 
providers throughout the county, and 
even outside of the county to participate, 
including public schools, community 
providers, and home-based providers. 
   It is likely that it took 3 years to ramp-
up to full capacity, but that year 2 is 
critical, consisting of the largest ramp-
up. 
   By year 3, DPP had enrolled more 
children than ever, which was the greatest 
number of children enrolled than in any 
of the 10 years the program had been 
around (5,921). Also by year 3, they had 
the greatest number of operating sites 
(273 sites). By year 4, the number of DPS 
providers (public schools) participating in 
DPP was ramped-up to its highest since 
the program began (85). In year 5, they 
had the largest number of participating 
providers (177). This means that the 
ramp-up time in these conditions takes 
about 3-5 years, with the greatest ramp-
up taking place in year 2.  The amount of 
time to build quality is likely about 5 
years. The highest record of children in 
quality occurred year 5, 93% of 4-year-
olds were enrolled in high-quality 
preschool. The highest number of 

    It is difficult to expand supply in 
childcare deserts to meet the need of 
disadvantaged children. 
    Community and home-based 
providers were less likely to expand 
their classroom spaces than public 
schools; in 2013, 57% of DPS and 
11.5% of community sites increased 
their number of classrooms. This may 
suggest that there are less barriers to 
expanding in public schools, or more 
specifically, that public schools have 
the administrative capacity and physical 
capacity needed to expand classrooms.  
    Denver did not seem to experience 
many challenges increasing supply of 
childcare; with the creation of new 
funding in the form of tuition, and the 
commitment of public schools, plus the 
interest of community and home-based 
providers, Denver very immediately 
was able to recruit providers into the 
program, and was able to maintain 
those providers.      Three reasons non-
DPP providers chose not to participate 
in the program were: 1) they disliked 
the quality rating process, 2) they were 
unsure about program eligibility, and 3) 
the burden of paperwork.  
    Providers were concerned about 
participating in quality improvements 
and rating systems because they feared 
that their quality rating would not 
accurately reflect the investments they 
make in quality. 
   Some providers in Colorado 
expressed that they participate in 
quality improvements because they 

   A challenge that Denver Preschool 
Program continues to face is 
enrollment and participation of low-
income children. This has to do with 
existing childcare deserts in at least 
10 high need zip codes of Denver. 
   On average, DPS preschools have 
higher quality ratings than 
community preschools 
   “Differences in infrastructure and 
administrative capacity between 
public schools and community 
preschools may complicate some 
community preschool’s efforts to 
improve quality at the same as their 
DPS peers”  
   Some families in Denver are less 
aware of the opportunities provided 
by DPP, and those families should 
be targeted by outreach efforts, 
especially those who are low income 
and non-English speaking. 
   In the years where funding 
declined from lower sales tax 
revenues during the recession, there 
was an observed decrease of public 
school providers participating in 
DPP, although enrollment rates were 
not significantly affected. 
   For providers to maintain a high 
quality rating, it may not be enough 
to provide tuition based on the 
quality of the program; there may be 

   Many parents choose to enroll 
their children in public schools 
rather than community and home-
based providers 
   Community based providers and 
home-based providers observed 
parents removing their children 
from their program and putting 
their child in public school 
provided ECE. 
   The 5 greatest challenges to 
preschool include 1) low student 
enrollment, 2) high teacher 
turnover, 3) new leadership, 4) 
teacher dissatisfaction with 
compensation/benefits, and 4) 
long staffing vacancies. This 
signifies the importance of 
workforce and retention as a 
fundamental aspect of a program, 
and the biggest overarching 
challenge facing preschools 
  The number one reason cited by 
providers for participating in DPP 
was consistently to ease the 
financial burden of families 
enrolling their children in 
preschool 
  Community providers were most 
likely to utilize quality 
improvement resources, and also 
rated their usage highly, noting 
that it made them competitive in 



providers at high quality was in year 1, 
when the initiative first began, suggesting 
public schools were the first to enroll. 
Throughout most years, approximately 
80% of participating providers were at 
ratings of 3 or higher, regardless of 
changing quality criteria. This could 
signify that building quality took place 
almost immediately, but it depends on 
when providers began undergoing quality 
improvements. From year to year, DPP 
recorded the percent of providers 
classrooms either increasing, maintain, or 
decreasing their rating. They found on 
average, that 35% of classrooms 
increased their rating, and 54% 
maintained their rating. This suggests that 
quality improvements were working, 
even if we cannot derive how long it 
takes to work.  
   DPP has been around for over 10 years, 
yet state that demand still exceeds 
capacity. However, enrollment rates have 
been declining from previous years.  
 
“An Evaluation” (2015) 

want to remain competitive and fear 
that their low-quality rating will 
disincentivize parents from using their 
program. 
   One provider in Colorado expressed 
that they began accepting low-income 
children due to shrinking enrollment 
when parents could not afford to pay. 
   Existing high-quality providers in 
Colorado choose not to accept low 
income children because the 
reimbursement system is full of “red 
tape” and out of date technology 
   Relying on parent demand for high 
quality ECE to drive quality 
improvements in providers is unrealistic 
when many parents cannot afford high 
quality. 
 
“An Evaluation” (2014). 
(Schmike (April 20, 2017) 

a need for ongoing quality 
improvement funds to maintain high 
quality, not just to achieve high 
quality. 
   Between the original and final 
rating of providers in 2015, it was 
found that 26% of providers at 4 
percent decreased their rating, 
suggesting it is difficult to maintain 
quality. 
   Providers who sought higher 
quality ratings ranked lower for 
business administration, signaling 
the difficult financials of managing 
a high-quality center that may be 
beyond administrative capacity, and 
the need for support, especially for 
community providers. 
 

(2016-2017 DPP Evaluation Butler 
Institute for Families, p.46). 
 
Schmike (April 20, 2017) 

 

the preschool market (Butler 
Institute of Family DPP 
Evaluation 2016-17).  
   The school districts are 
responding to a need for capacity 
for children by investing in 
capacity building, classroom 
expansions, and support for full 
day preschool. 
 
 
The Butler Institute Final 
Evaluation (2017). 

San Antonio, 
TX  
Pre-K 4 SA 

  Pre-K 4 SA “educational excellence” 
centers took exactly 3 years to ramp-up 
to fund 2,000 new high quality seats in 4, 
50,000 square foot centers. The most 
critical years of ramp-up based on 
enrollment numbers were year 1 and 2. 
This included building, hiring, 
administration, etc. The support for these 
projects came directly from the sales tax 
initiative and city contracts for the 
properties. 
   In terms of achieving quality within the 
center, it took 5 years to get 3 out of the 

  The challenges to increasing supply of 
childcare in San Antonio were limited, 
as there was sustainable funding put 
towards building capacity through the 4 
“educational excellence” centers 50,000 
square feet each, able to provide a slot 
for 500 children.  
  Perhaps this choice by San Antonio to 
build capacity for 4-year-olds in this 
way stems more from the issue that 
capacity exists, but current providers 
choose not to become accredited, or 
cannot afford the materials and training 

Challenges that Pre-K 4 SA 
experienced during implementation 
of the initiative included the design 
of the program, and state’s 
administration of tuition. Tuition is 
provided to children through their 
districts and attendance zones, and 
there were 7-8 participating districts. 
   Since the program targets children 
who are eligible for free state tuition 
distributed by school districts, there 
were challenges in distributing Pre-
K 4 SA slots, since certain districts 

   Transportation – reduce barriers 
to attendance; Pre-K 4 SA has 
ensured access to the Educational 
Excellence Centers, with at least 
40% of children using 
transportation.  
   It is difficult to deduce whether 
there are challenges or even 
progress towards building quality 
and capacity in San Antonio due 
to the evaluations which primarily 
focus on children’s success. It 
would be useful to know the 



4 “educational excellence” centers to 
receive a high quality accreditation by the 
NAEYC.  Quality was the priority over 
capacity for San Antonio, along with 
increasing capacity of full day preschool 
(cite).   
   Since the program has not been fully 
implemented at this time, it is difficult to 
see the results of the grants and 
investments by the program in expanding 
full-day quality preschool outside of the 4 
centers, as the only data out is the 
number of children served in recipient 
preschools that accepted these funds, 
which was higher than the estimated goal 
of four-year-olds served. However, in 
terms of market response, there appears 
to be an interest by providers to improve 
quality and full day capacity in San 
Antonio, particularly by school districts. 
This interest is likely driven by funds 
from grants and the benefits recorded that 
four year olds in the 4 high-quality 
centers performed better on standardized 
tests than other students.   
 
Donaldson (Jan 28.,2019) 
Donaldson (Feb 8, 2019) 
Lieberman (Feb. 1, 2019) 
McNeel (April 5, 2016)  
 

to become accredited,  and choose not 
to or cannot afford to accept low 
income children. 
   Thus, Pre-K 4 SA meant to address 
the challenge of relying on the market 
to create quality, full day slots. Pre-K 4 
SA wanted to set a standard for quality 
in San Antonio, which may establish 
demand for quality among parents and 
schools, which along with competitive 
grants to improve quality, may have led 
to an increased sentiment for, and 
supply of, quality education. We have 
yet to know the outcomes of these 
efforts due to limited data collected for 
the most recent year. 
  District participation was critical to 
ensuring state tuition could be applied 
to Pre-K 4 SA slots; however, not all 
districts in San Antonio chose to 
participate. Program leaders speculate 
that districts believe they are trying to 
prove “their” children do better than 
district provided preschool children. 
Some were also upset that the best 
district teachers were lured out due to 
better pay by the City to master’s 
teachers. Some criticisms of the 
program were that districts already had 
their own preschool centers, that the 
city was duplicating existing programs, 
and instead of participating in the city 
program, wanted to make their own 
preschool program better.  
 
McNeel (April 5, 2016) 
Trickey (Aug. 17, 2017) 
 

had more eligible children than 
others. Leaders learned to give these 
slots to other districts until all 
eligible children were enrolled. 
   If children did not live in a 
participating district, but were 
eligible for state tuition, they could 
not participate using free tuition; to 
address this, they expanded the 
program to include scholarships, 
which was not originally planned 
for. 
   The program had to expand the 
number of tuition paying children 
from 10% to 20%. 
  
 
 
Lloyd (April 8, 2013) 
Trickey (Aug. 17, 2017) 

outcomes of for example, pay 
parity based on evaluations. 
   Providing support and alignment 
to principals, teachers, K-3 in San 
Antonio is part of their plan to 
ensure positive outcomes beyond 
preschool, but it is unknown how 
they will be able to prove this 
makes a difference in education as 
part of the investment. 
   Pre-K 4 SA helped to address 
educational disparities for low 
income children, and fill gaps 
where district provided preschool 
was at full capacity or did not 
have  
 



Cincinnati, 
Ohio 
Cincinnati 
Preschool 
Promise 

  Cincinnati Preschool Promise has 
experienced challenges to enrollment and 
improving quality of seats in existing 
providers that have limited its ability to 
successfully follow their original 
implementation plan. However, they had 
the largest ramp-up in year 1. 
   CPP was supposed to have “served” 
2000 children in their first year of the 
program, meaning they would have 
provided tuition assistance to 2000 
children age 4 under 200% of the FPL to 
fill a slot in a high quality program  
However, it is year 3, and enrollment 
numbers have still not met the anticipated 
2000 enrollment figures.  
  In year 1, CPP served 1,337 4-year-olds, 
which is relatively high for their first 
year. How they achieved this number 
may have to do with their ability to 
recruit 300 seats in Cincinnati Public 
Schools rated at quality 3 or higher, and 
existing providers already at quality.  
   However, since this original ramp-up, 
CPP has struggled to enroll more than 4 
additional children in 2017-18, which 
those new slots came from community-
based providers. An additional 122 
children received tuition and enrolled in 
quality preschools in 2018-19, putting 
enrollment figures at 1,463 3 and 4 year 
olds, which new enrollments were 
attributed to quality slots from both CPS 
and community-based providers. These 
enrollment figures may have increased 
due to the expansion for tuition assistance 
which now includes 3-year-olds under 
200% FPL and 4-year-olds under the 
250% FPL. Enrollment figures may also 

 The challenges to enrollment 
experienced by CPP are likely related to 
the challenges of increasing supply of 
quality. CPP designed their program in 
a way which relies on there being an 
existing supply of high quality 
providers willing to accept tuition 
assistance from children under 200% of 
the FPL that is tiered to incorporate 
quality, or otherwise relies on CPP 
creating a supply of quality providers 
through provisions of quality 
improvement funds. CPP will only 
provide tuition assistance for children to 
attend a slot rated quality 3,4 or 5 by 
SUTQ. This means that enrollment 
figures are a direct product of the 
number of seats rated at high-quality.  
  Also of importance, these high quality 
providers have to be accessible to 
children eligible for tuition assistance, 
in which zip code becomes a barrier to 
enrollments. This may pose another 
challenge to increasing supply of 
quality under this program structure, in 
which providers which are in low 
income neighborhoods tend to be low 
quality, but are most accessible to the 
population eligible for tuition 
assistance. Thus, supply may be  slower 
to emerge, because low quality 
providers have more improvements to 
make. 
  Cincinnati has prioritized quality 
improvement funds for providers 
located in “quality deserts”, defined as 
neighborhoods where providers are 
located that currently have a limited 
number of STUQ quality rated 

Challenges Cincinnati Preschool 
Promise sought to identify and 
address during the program’s 
implementation included: 
   Barriers to access including 
transportation, inadequate access in 
summer, and location of providers  

1. Step up quality improvements 
to providers to keep up with 
demand of eligible children. 

2. Poor communication and 
outreach to eligible families 

3. Lack of evaluation and data 
collection 

4. Hiring a permanent program 
director 

5. Upholding their promise to 
subsidize teacher’s wages  

  CPP has addressed some of these 
stated challenges. They have 
indicated they will better market 
their program to eligible families 
who are likely to benefit most from 
the program. How they will do this 
has not been addressed in publicly 
available data, except they say they 
will do a better job of telling the 
success stories of students and 
parents whose lives were improved 
because of the program. 
  CPP has stated it will address its 
lack of tools for evaluation and data 
collection by working with the Ohio 
State University to develop 
evaluations for the program. This 
includes tracking how the program 
is impacting students academically, 
changing the quality of life for 
parents, growing number of 

  Cincinnati Preschool Promise’s 
implementation challenges and 
current status is very different 
than other programs because they 
are trying to ensure that high 
quality slots are created where 
they are most needed. Thus, while 
DPP might have implemented 
ramp-up very quickly and 
experienced high enrollment rates, 
the trade-off was that many low 
income children experienced 
barriers in accessing high quality 
slots, and Denver has had to 
revamp their program to help 
address childcare deserts. CPP 
instead is taking a reverse 
approach, where it is ensuring that 
providers in quality deserts will be 
the first to receive quality 
improvements to ensure that 
funding will be applied in the 
most effective way from the 
beginning. It is thought that this 
differing approach is the primary 
reason CPP has witnessed very 
slow ramp-up. It will be 
interesting to see how the ramp-up 
period plays out in Cincinnati over 
time. (SEE DPP above). 



have increased due to quality 
improvements. The ramp-up has been 
slow in securing quality slots, which is 
also attributed to the fact that even among 
public schools, only 30-40% of the 6,000 
CPS slots are rated high-quality. The 
number of community-based providers 
accepting quality improvements is at 93, 
which is up from 22 from year 1 . The 
total star increases include 19 providers 
moving to 1 star, 7 providers to 2 stars, 7 
providers to 3 stars, 0 to 4 stars, and 3 
providers to 5 stars. This demonstrates 
that building quality can take a long time, 
even if initial capacity appears high. 
Even after 3 years of operation, only 8 
providers have moved up to high 
quality. CPP’s implementation status 
suggests that quality improvements take 
longer than 3 year years, depending on 
the needs of providers, and particularly if 
many providers are coming in without 
ever having been rated before. 
 
Enquirer editorial board (2018). 
Monthly-Update-February (2019) 
Monthly-Update-April (2019) 
Cincinatti Preschool Promise, LLC 
Master Agreement (n.d.) 

preschool seats compared to the number 
of preschool eligible children. They 
have also prioritized quality 
improvement funds for providers who 
need less intensive support, and then 
over time will provide funds to those at 
lower quality.  
  While prioritizing quality 
improvement funds for providers who 
require less intensive support will likely 
help speed up the number of available 
seats for eligible children, there may be 
a need to investigate how prioritizing 
quality improvement funds for 
providers in quality deserts could 
potentially slow down enrollment rates. 
This may be a trade-off that comes from 
incentivizing quality improvements 
with the goal of increasing the 
availability of high-quality seats in 
quality deserts.   
  
Quality Improvement Manual -CPP. 
(2017).  

community providers, and other 
economic indicators that would 
provide data on their return on 
investment.   
   Additionally, CPP secured a new 
director early in January 2018. It is 
unknown if CPP believed a missing 
program director was a challenge in 
their ability to implement the 
program on time or not, but 
ultimately they had to direct energy 
away from program functions to 
help secure a key person to take on 
this position. 
  Lastly, CPP received criticisms for 
not immediately implementing 
promised wage supplements as part 
of their program. They hoped to 
address the challenges of high 
quality workforce and retention 
through this supplement. To 
respond, CPP piloted a Teacher 
Promise Grant program. So far, it is 
unknown how this fared for 
retention, but CPP should strive to 
monitor this over time. 
 
Sparling (Jan. 30, 2018) 
Enquirer editorial board (May 29, 
2018) 
 

Shelby 
County, TN  
First 8 
Memphis and 
Shelby County 
Consortium 

   First 8 Memphis has not yet been 
implemented, therefore, little can be said 
about the ramp-up of this program. 
   However, the federal “Preschool 
Development Grant” was awarded to 
Memphis in 2014 and was implemented 
between 2015 and 2019. The Shelby 
County Consortium consisted of 4 public 

   A challenge faced by the Shelby 
County Consortium in creating new 
seats was to finding locations in high-
need-communities for new classrooms, 
as public-school buildings had a 
tendency to be at capacity. 
 Because tuition is free from the state 
for eligible 4-year-olds with certain risk 

  Challenges to implementation of 
First 8 Memphis are not apparent at 
this time, as the program has not 
been implemented. However, 
challenges to maintaining the 
operation of these seats in public 
schools and passing and acquiring 
funding to support further 

  Of importance in Shelby County 
was the coordination across state, 
county, city and private 
stakeholders in their dedication to 
providing full need-based 
enrollment for 4-year-olds 
meeting one of the three eligibility 
tiers demonstrating high-need. 



school districts and oversaw the 
program’s goals. The goal of this PDG 
grant was to create 1000 new seats in 50 
classrooms and improve 1000 existing 
seats in public schools in Shelby County, 
which it easily achieved ahead of time. 
  In its first year, the program exceeded 
its original goal to create 400 new seats, 
and actually created 660. Year 1 was the 
largest ramp-up in new seats attained, 
and also resulted in the creation of 33 
new classrooms. By 2017-2018, they had 
added over 1000 new seats in 50 new 
classrooms. Shelby County also sought to 
improve seats in terms of quality. They 
began improving seats in the second 
year of the program, which saw the 
largest increase in improved seats at 
1346. By its second year, they had 
improved a total of 2046 seats. The 
improvement of seats was completed 
through provisions of professional 
development in public schools with ECE 
programs, including the use of coaches, 
advisors, and mentors, trainings for 
districts on ECE best practices to apply in 
classrooms, and provisions of 
comprehensive services for parents and 
families. It is unknown what the 
definition of an “improved seat” is 
however, since if a seat started out at very 
low quality, then improving a seat 
doesn’t necessarily make a seat high 
quality. However, public schools tend to 
be higher quality. The success witnessed 
in the number of classrooms and seats 
created has to do with the physical 
capacity in preschools to expand. 

factors, and because community 
providers were not included in this 
ramp-up from Shelby County 
Consortium, supply had little to do with 
provider behavior, or incentivizing 
providers, and few challenges were 
experienced in expansion. However, in 
2018-19, First 8 Memphis will seek to 
incorporate community-based providers 
in their own efforts to expand an 
additional 1000 new seats. 
  Challenges in the childcare market 
identified by Shelby County 
Compendium were identified from 
interviews with different stakeholders, 
experts, leaders, data analysis and 
research on emerging practices to 
assemble recommendations for 
providing quality childcare to ages 0-3. 
Their findings included the fact that 
providers were not interested in 
attaining an NAEYC accreditation and 
2/3 of providers did not want to see 
QRIS requirements change in 
Tennessee. Most regulated seats for 
ages 0-3 were found in private 
preschool programs. This may be due to 
the fact that it was found to be 2x more 
expensive to operate as NAEYC 
annually based on the staffing resources 
and limitations; the fact that 
reimbursement rates in Tennessee are 
not tiered to provide more funding for 
high quality; and there is no market 
demand among families due to a lack of 
awareness and value for quality ECE.  
  The learning lesson here is that to 
increase supply of high quality 
providers, there needs to be financial 

investments in preschool to meet the 
needs of all children eligible for free 
state funded preschool has been a  
challenge. This is due to the recent 
Vanderbilt study on Tennessee’s 
Voluntary Preschool Program that 
although Tennessee was meeting 
benchmarks 9/10, children that had 
gone through the program and had 
initial short term impacts from ECE 
did not sustain these effects past the 
third grade. This has led to 
nationwide criticism of preschool’s 
ability to significantly improve 
lives, and has led to some 
resentment among the public that 
pre-k is not worth the investment. 
However the City of Memphis, 
Shelby County, and Tennessee 
remain committed to providing 
access to quality preschool through 
the funding of seats and quality 
improvements.  
  The Vanderbilt study made 
recommendations to further improve 
the quality of preschool programs, 
noting that a continuum of K-3rd 
education may help sustain the 
effects of preschool. They also noted 
the importance of quality teacher 
interactions in the classroom, which 
were poor despite Tennessee’s 
quality benchmarks by the NIEER. 
First 8 Memphis took these 
recommendations into consideration 
of its preschool program 
implementation plan, by going 
above and beyond to ensure high 

This means they are willing to pay 
for high quality seats so that 
children may attend for free. This 
coordination became very 
important in achieving First 8 
Memphis goals and sustaining 
previous investments in capacity 
and quality. Neither the city or 
county were able to pass a 
referendum for a tax to continue 
providing free slots for children in 
public schools, however, through 
coordination and joint ordinances, 
they have been innovative in 
leveraging their options without 
taxation to support First 8 
Memphis.  



  In terms of quality, the ramp-up time is 
not known from this particular 
implemented program, but could be 2-3 
years. This may not be an accurate 
representation of “building quality” 
because in reality, quality improvements 
were in place before the introduction of 
the preschool development grant, as well 
as during the PDG’s implementation. 
 
Preschool Development Grant (2016) 

incentives to supplying high quality so 
that providers can support the high cost 
of quality, and some reassurance that 
families are interested in high quality 
for providers to feel their investment is 
worthwhile.  
 
(Seeding Success, 2015). 

quality interactions from birth to age 
8 in a multifaceted approach. 
  An overarching lesson here is that 
investing in quality and achieving 
quality benchmarks does not 
guarantee long term sustained 
benefits of quality. As of right now, 
there is not enough information 
about the critical elements that 
should be present in a program to 
achieve ‘high quality”  
 
(Lipsey, Farran, Durkin, 2018). 

 

Common trends and lessons: 

1. Ramp-up times will differ based on the program’s structure and goals. 
2. Ramp-up times will differ based on existing capacity and landscape of preschool providers. 
3. The largest attainment of slots and enrollments in a program, or the largest “ramp-up period” tends to be during year 1 and 2 
4. Across programs, enrollment rates were observed to be highest in year 3 (limitation in that not all programs have been fully 

implemented) 
5. Building a supply of high-quality was observed to take up to 5 years or more. 
6. Administrative capacity of providers is just as important as funding to building and sustaining quality, and programs should 

make a point to offer support to business management practices. 
7. There may be a need to address public schools and community providers differently when providing quality improvements. 
8. Evaluations, interview and survey feedback, community engagement, parent engagement, provider engagement, and 

stakeholder engagement are all critical to informing the growth and areas of improvement for programs. 
9. The greatest barrier which programs face with meeting implementation goals and enrolling children, especially low-income 

children, are childcare and quality deserts, where demand is high, supply is low, and innovative approaches to meet the needs 
of low-income families may need to be applied. 

10. Programs plans and implementation plans often change as programs age, adapt, and evolve to achieve their goal.



Recommendations 

To provide some overarching lessons and recommendations for Pima County, I provide 

some recommendations based on the lessons learned from the four cases I examined: Denver 

Preschool Program, Pre-K 4 SA, Cincinnati Preschool Promise, and First 8 Memphis and from  

several reports below that have attempted to derive lessons from a variety of preschool initiatives 

nationwide. These reports include:   

• “Barriers to Expansion of NC Pre-K: Problems and Potential Solutions 

•  Lessons from “New York City’s Universal Pre-K Expansion”  

• “Boston’s Rapid Expansions of Public School-Based Preschool: Promoting Quality, 

Lessons Learned”  

• “Implementing 15 Essential Elements for High-Quality Pre-K: An Updated Scan of State 

Policies”  

• “Does Universal Preschool Hit the Target? Program Access and Preschool Impacts” 

 

A strong coalition, strong leadership, a compelling vision, political will, an enabling 

environment, and aligned standards across laws and regulation ensure conditions are ideal for 

development of high-quality programs (Weisenfeld, Frede & Barnett, 2018). 

• Ramp-up was swift in San Antonio, Shelby County, and Denver City/County due to 

the partnerships of agencies, public schools, community providers, and the public. 

• Cincinnati has struggled to maintain the trust of stakeholders and the community in 

how they leverage taxpayer money despite its successful passage of an emergency tax 

levy because of their inability to fulfill promised wage supplements on time, and failed 



to follow through on fundraising efforts which would leverage these funds (Sparling, 

2018). 

 “NYC’s Universal Pre-K Expansion” found community engagement (e.g. 

information sessions, phone calls, direct assistance with applications, extensive 

media) as critical to securing funding and reaching enrollment targets (Potter, 2015) 

There may be a need to advertise the benefits of preschool and foster demand for programs.  

• Families may not be knowledgeable about the importance of quality child care, thus 

demand may not exist, as it is not the most important factor parents look for  when 

choosing child care (i.e. location, cost are other important drivers) (See “Learning 

Lessons, Shelby County, TN; Denver, CO; Cincinnati, OH).  

• Location is cited by parents as the number one most important factor when selecting a 

site for their child to attend preschool, from survey (Denver, CO – See “Learning 

lessons”) 

• From “NC Barriers to Preschool Expansion” additional expenses of outreach in 

expanding enrollment of families who are more difficult to engage should be included 

in initiative budgets. 

• In Tennessee they found that among childcare providers, a barrier to high-quality was 

the lack of awareness of the benefits of quality, leading to little demand for high 

quality (See “Learning lessons”). 

 

Quality must be promoted and maintained.  

• Cincinnati will not contract with providers unless they have already met quality, thus the 

number of spaces they open up is dependent on the number of providers who have 

achieved a certain level of quality. 

• In Denver, DPP advertised quality education as an important factor for families and way 

for providers to compete, which put pressure on providers to want to participate in quality 

improvements, especially with the inclusion of public schools in ECE tuition distribution 

(See “Learning lessons”). 



• Pre-K 4 SA in San Antonio, TX aimed to set a standard for quality by implementing 

four high-quality educational excellence centers, to foster demand for quality among 

parents and schools (See “Learning lessons”). 

• Effective curriculum, professional development, child assessments, age appropriate 

learning standards, learning time, class size, high quality teaching, education and 

compensation, and support for students with special needs, and having at least 2 adults 

in the classroom at all times are elements of  high quality (Weisenfeld, Frede, and 

Barnett, 2018). 

• Ramping up to quality is the most difficult aspect of implementation of preschool 

initiatives.  

• Support quality and reward providers for operating at quality through higher 

reimbursement rates, which are “tiered” rates based on characteristics such as number 

of children, number of classrooms, cost of operating at a certain quality level. (Denver, 

CO; Cincinnati, OH; Shelby County, TN – See “Learning lessons”) 

• Flexibility of quality improvement funding found to be beneficial, for example, in 

Denver provider feedback led to the creation of a credit system/credit allowance for 

providers to apply toward areas where they felt they needed the most help (coaching, 

materials, professional development, etc). (Denver, CO – See “Learning lessons”) 

 

Investing in a universal program, and/or supporting diversity in classrooms leads to greater 

returns on investment.  

• From “Does Universal Preschool Hit the Target?, investing in a program that is 

universal (as opposed to targeted population) was found to be more expensive, but led 

to the greatest returns on investment (Cascio, 2017). 

  

Incentives are necessary for providers to expand capacity in low SES neighborhoods (Denver, 

CO; Shelby County, TN.)  

• The way incentives are established (among other factors) for capacity may affect 

ramp-up time: for example, Cincinnati does not provide tuition assistance to providers 



that are not already at quality, which may affect the number of providers willing/able 

to participate (Cincinnati, OH - See “Learning lessons”). 

 

Program elements may need to be phased-in over time.  

• It may be too challenging to startout providing a full year program initially, specially 

while working with public schools. 

• A sales tax boom-bust in Denver led to decreased revenue; this led to the decision to 

cut summer preschool. A trade-off  would be to reduce the number of kids receiving 

funding, enrollment rates unaffected, but associated reduction in participating public 

schools in those years (Denver, CO - See “Learning lessons”) 

 

There is a need to identify barriers to access.  

• Rising operating costs, costs to recruit and retain teachers, expand facilities, and 

provide transportation are barriers to expansion and capacity building in providers 

(Barnett and Kasmin, 2018). 

• “NYC Universal Preschool Expansion” recommended monitoring to see if access was 

improving for low income children.  

• From “NC Barriers to Pre-K Expansion” as preschool expansions take place, 

transportation becomes a bigger issue for access, which should be considered as the 

program progresses. 

• The City of San Antonio contracted transportation companies to ensure access to its 4 

educational excellence centers, which is expected to achieve 40-50% ridership among 

enrolled children over the implementation period (See “Learning lessons”).  

• Barriers such as these may require provisions to access such as transportation or 

innovative strategies to create access (mobile preschools) 

• From “Barriers to Expansion of NC Pre-K”, acquiring new space becomes more 

expensive with expansion.  



Understanding what goes into administering a quality preschool program is necessary when 

allocating funding (i.e. costs to recruit and retain qualified teachers, recruitment, supplies, 

materials, equipment, administration, manage facilities) (Barnett and Kasmin, 2018). 

• Community and home-based providers were less likely to expand their classroom spaces 

than public schools (Denver, CO, See “Learning lessons”). 

• Shelby County experienced challenges in creating new seats and new classrooms in high-

need-communities as public-school buildings had a tendency to be at capacity; 

additionally, schools that had the capacity to expand were not located in areas where 

many eligible children lived. 

• If parents cannot get their child into a program that is conveniently located, these children 

will attend family child care homes, which often these children are least prepared for 

preschool (Denver, CO). 

• However, if these are the locations most available to children of interest, the investment 

may be worthwhile to license these providers, and provide quality improvement funds.  

• Families of children who are low-income and often the target of program investments 

have erratic work schedules and low resources, so there should be an assessment of 

the population’s needs and how the program will strive to meet those needs (Denver, 

CO- See “Learning lessons”). 

• Childcare deserts should be considered when investing in targeted, needs-based 

preschool, as well as access to quality, and should identify and prioritize these high 

needs areas (Denver, CO; San Antonio,TX; Cincinnati, OH, See “Learning lessons”). 

• Cincinnati is prioritizing quality improvement funds for providers in childcare deserts 

to ensure commitment to access for high need, eligible children (See “Learning 

lessons). 

 

Recruitment and retention of a highly qualified workforce is acknowledged as critical to the 

implementation of a high quality program (Weisenfeld, Frede, and Barnett, 2018). 



• From “Implementing 15 Essential Element for High-Quality Pre-K” Professional 

development, education, and compensation are 3 of the 15 essential elements of 

implementing a high-quality program (Weisenfeld, Frede, and Barnett, 2018). 

• Although building and retaining a high-quality workforce is deemed as very important to 

achieving quality, this is very hard to achieve without changing reimbursement rates or 

without large funding mechanisms. 

• Pay parity often only results in public schools, parity for providers would need additional 

funding specifically set aside to allow community based providers to pay for highly 

qualified workforce (San Antonio, TX; Shelby County, TN). 

• Teachers are expected to be as credentialed and highly qualified as public school teachers 

when high quality programs are implemented, and thus the case for pay parity is strong 

(McLean, Dichter, and Whitebook, 2017). 

• For pay parity achievement, there is a need to understand that teachers make the most 

important contribution in attaining a high-quality program (McLean, Dichter, and 

Whitebook, 2017). 

• All four initiatives I reviewed invested in some form of professional development for 

providers (Denver, CO; San Antonio, TX; Cincinnati, OH; Shelby County, TN). 

• In San Antonio, TX teachers are compensated beyond public school teachers, which was 

fundamental in recruiting a high quality workforce, but took highly qualified teachers out 

of public school systems, which led to some conflict with districts (San Antonio, TX - 

See “Lessons learned”). 

• In Cincinnati, OH a pilot program known as “Teacher Promise Grants” program for 

subsidized wages of teachers has been launched as recommended from “Options for 

Investing in Access to High-Quality Preschool in Cincinnati” (Cincinnati, OH -See 

“Learning lessons”).  

 

Data and Evaluation are Essential 

• Data is important to drive decision-making. Independent annual and ideally, longitudinal 

external evaluations (i.e. from groups other than the organization that administers the 

initiative) are important for collecting data. Continuous improvement principles  are also 



important in preschool initiatives (“15 Essential Elements”)Consistent evaluations and 

reports to the community from the beginning of initiatives demonstrate a commitment to 

improving programs and showing progress toward a return on investments Shelby 

County, TN; Denver, CO; San Antonio, TX; New York City, NY). 

• Denver and San Antonio have recorded achievements and evaluations from the start, 

which also help support future program expansions when initiative sunset clauses are 

included in authorizing legislation 

 

Conclusion 

 The benefits of supplying high quality early childhood education to support kindergarten 

readiness and reduce the achievement gap is an investment which many local cities and counties 

have taken advantage of. These programs while very new, offer learning lessons applicable to 

programs hoping to inform their own local initiatives and begin their own program. After 

investigating four different cases of programs funded locally, including Denver Preschool 

Program, Pre-K 4 SA, Cincinnati Preschool Promise, and First 8 Memphis, it was found that 

ramp-up to increase the supply of childcare when funding becomes available takes place most 

heavily within the first 1-2 years of a program, tends to achieve full capacity by year 3. In terms 

of building to quality, this process can take up to 5 years or more, depending on the type of 

provider undergoing quality improvements, in which public schools achieve quality much more 

quickly. Challenges to increasing the supply of childcare when funding becomes available tend 

to vary on how the program is administered, aligned with whether the population is targeted or 

universal, whether all types of providers are included in capacity building, or just public schools, 

and the physical and administrative capacities of providers, in which public schools are more 

equipped to provide both.  



Childcare deserts and quality deserts are one of the most common barriers involved in 

capacity building to promote access. The cost of improving quality and maintaining quality is 

also an important factor. Stakeholders should understand the full costs for providers to operate at 

quality and understand why providers may choose not to participate in these programs. A trained 

and well-compensated workforce, while not a focus of this study, was consistently identified as a 

critical element of high quality programs and is a challenge to grow and support.   

Each program I reviewed consistently faced unexpected challenges which they adapted to 

in order to grow the program. Continuous improvement systems and evaluation are necessary to 

identify whether programs are operating efficiently and   effectively.   

Despite challenges locating and interpreting program data that is not collected uniformly, 

there are   there are many lessons to be learned by examining current programs that can help 

inform future programs, including local efforts in Pima County and Arizona. These lessons can 

help equip local initiatives better   plan, grow, and ideally, effectively help prepare young 

children for schooling and healthy development. . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 

Figure 1. Worksheet on Capacity Building 

Capacity Building – Challenges, Strategies, and Solutions 

• “Capacity building” refers to activities and actions centered around creating and maintaining 
high quality “slots” for children in preschool facilities. These actions may include: 
 

o Contracting quality and non-quality providers into the program 
o Contracting classrooms   
o Building and renovations for providers to expand the number of students they enroll in 

full day education 
o Investments in business practices for providers 
o Building a workforce capable of delivering high quality education through tuition 

support or coaching 
 

These are activities that increase the number of sustainable high-quality slots available to 
families who want to participate in early childhood education.  
 

• Strategies to building capacity are highly variable depending on factors which vary between 
cities/counties and programs, including: 
 

o Target population vs. universal population 
o Current capacity in the city/county 
o Number of providers accredited as high quality 
o Funds made available for building capacity and workforce investments 

 
• Capacity building was often completed in order from the least complex and costly option to the 

costliest option to create new high-quality slots and classrooms for children.  
• These strategies vary depending on the provider’s status, and are coupled depending on 

program prerequisites 
 

o For example, in Cincinnati and Seattle, they will not contract with providers unless they 
have already met quality, thus the number of spaces they open up is dependent on the 
number of providers who have achieved a certain level of quality. 

 
• Strategies as part of capacity building: 

1. Tuition Assistance and Subsidy 
o Incentive for providers to expand  
o Guaranteed enrollment of children, stable income 

2. Quality improvements  
o Accreditation support 
o Workforce  



i. Tuition assistance for higher education of teachers 
ii. Coaching and training 

iii. Professional development activities 
iv. Compensation system support (Seattle)  

o Financial assistance for classroom materials 
3. Expanding number of available “slots” 

o Public schools – contracts provide largest number of guaranteed high-quality spots 
o High quality community-based providers – contracts to accept subsidy children, funds to 

expand capacity of preschool facilities, increase workforce and administrative capacity 
 May or may not participate in quality improvement 

o Non-quality community-based providers- contracts to accept subsidy children, funds to 
achieve quality, then to expand space, workforce, and administrative capacity 

o Family child care providers- based in the home, investments in quality 
 

• Challenges to capacity building vary between city/county initiatives: 
 

o Demand for childcare VS. options and opportunities to expand preschool facilities 
 In locations with the space to expand, not enough eligible children in area to 

justify opening space, and vice versa 
o District willingness to provide classrooms to providers  (Seattle) 
o Costs associated with contracting/expanding/building/opening new classrooms 

including cost of supporting additional employees may not be covered by funds 
awarded to providers 

o Program requirements and prerequisites to participate for providers may impact the 
ability to join program (Seattle, Cincinnati) 

o Increasing marginal costs per child of hiring teachers, increasing classroom space, and 
administering high quality childcare centers may limit the expansions that can be 
supported by providers (North Carolina) 

o Expansions to increase half day preschool to full day preschool does not “pay off” as 
providers must invest in creating new classrooms to reach the same number of kids for 
longer periods of time as well as employ more teachers for full day preschool  (North 
Carolina) 

o Reimbursement rates and funding to sustain quality preschool slots is short of actual 
administrative and operating costs (North Carolina, Cincinnati) 

o The number one barrier cited by providers as a challenge to expansion is in recruiting 
and maintaining qualified workforce. This may be due to: (Cincinnati, North Carolina) 
 Marginal profits limit provider’s ability to pay employees 
 Non-competitive, stagnant salaries 
 Employee assistance for higher education without salary or benefits to match 
 Salary raises may create “cliff effect” where childcare educators lose their public 

benefits if they begin making more money, leaving them worse off 
 

• Solutions to capacity building challenges: 
 



o Competitive grants for schools/providers to expand capacity from half day to full day 
(San Antonio) 

o Wage equity or benefits strategies at a policy level to prevent “cliff effect” for childcare 
workers (Cincinnati) 
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