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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Despite its high ranking from the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) as fourth 

in the nation for accessibility for four-year-olds and second for three-year-olds, Vermont struggles to 

provide childcare and pre-K programs that meet the needs of its residents. High quality early 

childhood education has been shown to have positive impacts that persist beyond school and 

childhood. Preschool enrollment enables wider workforce participation among parents, boosting 

community economies. Federal early childhood education programs, most of which are targeted 

towards low-income children and families, constitute the foundation of preschool programs currently 

available. Universal preschool is an increasingly discussed issue, yet funding gaps commonly prove 

politically insurmountable. A growing number of states are implementing programs and measures 

aimed at expanding pre-K and early childhood classrooms. Oklahoma, Colorado, Maine, and West 

Virginia have made notable strides in the provision of universal preschool, some through decades-old 

policies and some through programs still being developed and implemented. Brandenburg, Germany 

is also included as an additional case study of an effective universal preschool policy infrastructure.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Preschool enrollment, particularly at the four-year-old, pre-kindergarten level, is growing around the 

country. Families are becoming increasingly aware of the positive effects preschool enrollment has on 

academic and behavioral outcomes. Across all the major public programs, 41 percent of four-year-

olds and 17 percent of three-year-olds in the U.S. were served according to the National Institute for 

Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers University.1 These major programs are state-funded 

preschool (which covered 32 percent of four-year-olds and 6 percent of three-year-olds in the U.S.), 

preschool special education, and Head Start. The United States is ranked 30th amongst the 38 member 

nations of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) for preschool 

enrollment.2  

 

In the 2021-2022 school year, 1,526,116 children attended state-funded preschool, an increase of 

180,668 children or 13 percent from the prior school year.3  Enrollment increased in all but seven 

states. Preschool enrollment fell during the COVID-19 pandemic, and enrollment numbers are still 

rebounding to their pre-COVID levels. Despite the strides several states are making towards the 

implementation of universal pre-K, current enrollment is eight percent lower than enrollment at the 

beginning of the 2019-2020 school year. 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Enrollment in state-funded preschool.4 
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Figure 1.2: Percent of population enrolled in early childcare education.5 

 

All reported funding for preschool (which includes federal, state, and local dollars) surpassed $11.5 

billion in the 2021-2022 school year, including $9.51 billion in state funding and at least $393 million 

in COVID-19 relief funding. Contrary to enrollment increases which likely reflect a post-pandemic 

bounce-back, inflation-adjusted nationwide funding decreased by two percent, according to NIEER.6 

 

States that have universal pre-K laws or programs do not always achieve high enrollment. Even 

though, at its simplest, universal pre-K is any state-funded preschool program in which age is the only 

criterion for eligibility, the term is fuzzy and used differently in different cases. Funding limits and 

caps on enrollment curb the number of four-year-olds who can participate and hinder the universality 

of many programs. For example, Georgia has a lottery-funded public pre-K program for which all 

four-year-olds are nominally eligible. Nonetheless, not all eligible and interested children are able to 

enroll due to the availability of seats and annual fluctuations in state lottery revenue.7 NIEER defines 

universal pre-K as a program that enrolls at least 70 percent of four-year-olds, a standard currently 

met only by Florida, Iowa, Oklahoma, Vermont, West Virginia, Wisconsin, and the District of 

Columbia. 

 

 
Figure 1.3: Percent of U.S. population enrolled in state-funded preschool.8 
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Figure 1.4: Percent of 4-year-olds served by state-funded preschool programs. 9 

 

According to NIEER’s State of Preschool Report for 2022, the preschool workforce faces an 

unprecedented teacher shortage.10 In response, many state-funded preschool programs increased the 

use of waivers to teacher degree and training requirements.11 NIEER reports that some states have 

not yet returned to pre-pandemic implementation of policies, including those for continuous quality 

improvement.12 Many states interested in creating and implementing universal preschool programs 

not only face obstacles identifying viable funding streams, but also struggle to ensure their preschool 

workforce can actually support an increase in enrollment. Few states provided incentives for teacher 

retention or recruitment, all of which results in fewer qualified teachers in preschool classrooms.13 

 

Rural states and regions face even more barriers to ensuring all families can find and pay for quality 

childcare. Many rural areas experience stalled economic growth, have higher rates of child poverty, 

and see children entering kindergarten already behind their metropolitan-area peers in reading and 

math. According to research by the Center on American Progress, 60 percent of rural Americans live 

in a childcare desert. Despite families in rural areas spending, on average, 12 percent of their incomes 

on childcare, a typical teacher in a rural childcare center earns just $23,000 per year.14 In the push to 

expand childcare opportunities and pre-K enrollment in rural America, advocates and policymakers 

face unique challenges related to transportation, population density, public awareness, and more.  

 

As a result of the failed efforts of the Biden administration to implement universal pre-K programs at 

the federal level, the creation and passage of policies that expand the accessibility and affordability of 

preschool classrooms currently falls to states. The following research will examine policies and 

initiatives at the state and federal levels that aim to increase preschool enrollment, as well as exploring 

existing literature on the effectiveness and impacts of preschool on children’s academic and behavioral 

readiness. 
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2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Three out of five of Vermont’s youngest children do not have access to quality childcare.15 Parents 

across Vermont struggle with inaccessible and unaffordable pre-K and early childcare. The costs 

required to offer sufficient pay and benefits to early childhood education providers and to recruit and 

retain high-quality educators to the preschool level make tuition unaffordable for most families. The 

result is a market failure that Vermont and most other states are struggling to overcome. The rural 

nature of Vermont compounds the shortage of teachers and affordable seats to make preschool even 

more inaccessible and expensive. Vermont’s 2023 Child Care Bill, a $125 million annual investment 

that became law during the writing of this report, will provide more families with tuition subsidies, 

free preschool enrollment for those below 175 percent of the Federal Poverty Line (FPL), and more 

funding to expand and improve Vermont’s educator workforce through support for teacher pay and 

professional development. The bill created a Prekindergarten Education Implementation Committee 

charged with improving and expanding pre-K education for children on a full-day basis. The following 

report aims to inform the Education Committee of the Vermont House of Representatives and other 

relevant actors on the broader childcare and pre-K landscape at the federal level and in peer states and 

regions as it considers and implements policy changes surrounding universal pre-K and early 

childhood education in Vermont. 

3 FEDERAL ACTION 

Head Start is a critical part of the early childhood education available in communities across the U.S., 

particularly for low-income families. While Head Start serves three- to five-year-olds, Early Head Start, 

begun in 2014, serves pregnant women, infants, and toddlers up to the age of three, focusing on early 

intervention and support for both parents and young children. Since its establishment, nearly 500 new 

Early Head Start Child Care Partnerships (EHS-CC) and Early Head Start Expansion grants have been 

awarded across four rounds of competition. In fiscal year (FY) 2022, there were 165,155 and 32,300 

funded slots in the Early Head Start and EHS-Child Care Partnerships programs, respectively.16  

 

All Head Start grant recipients must, unless a waiver is granted, contribute 20 percent of the total cost 

of the program from non-federal funds. At least 90 percent of the enrollees in a program must be 

children from families with an income at or below the federal poverty level or who are eligible for 

public assistance programs, including SNAP or TANF, or who are experiencing homelessness or in 

foster care. However, if a program can show that it is meeting the needs of all interested and eligible 

families in its community using the above criteria, that program may propose to fill up to 35 percent 

of its funded enrollment with children whose family income is between 100 to 130 percent of the 

poverty line. Head Start programs must ensure that at least 10 percent of funded enrollment is filled 

by children with disabilities. 

 

Head Start received a total of $11.04 billion in FY 2023, an increase of $288.7 million over FY 2021 

levels. That amounted to a funding increase in FY 2023 of $960 million over FY 2022 levels, including 
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$596 million for a 5.6 percent cost-of-living adjustment, $262 million for quality improvement, and 

$100 million for the expansion of Head Start and Early Head Start.17 Congress also provided Head 

Start an additional $1 billion in one-time funding through the American Rescue Plan Act (ARP), 

distributed in the summer of 2021 based on each grant recipient’s funded enrollment. 

 

President Joe Biden requested an increase in funding for FY 2024 that would allow the Department 

of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families (ACF) to support an 

estimated 760,156 slots for eligible children and pregnant women in response to decreases in funded 

slots. (Head Start served more than 899,000 children in FY 201718.) Due to the nationwide shortage 

in early childhood education (ECE) staff, which has greatly affected the ability of Head Start and other 

ECE programs to recruit and retain qualified educators, many Head Start programs are reducing 

enrollment and making changes to their programs to improve compensation to better recruit and 

retain qualified staff.19 President Biden’s FY 2024 Budget Request would stabilize enrollment in the 

program by increasing wages and making a down payment to create pay parity between Head Start 

teachers and elementary school teachers with the same qualifications, as well as a cost of living 

adjustment for Head Start.20 

 

The ACF reports that, from 2010 to 2022, the share of Head Start Preschool teachers with a bachelor’s 

degree increased from 52 percent to 71 percent, but inflation-adjusted salaries for these teachers 

actually decreased by two percent during this timeframe: the average teacher salary in real dollars was 

$39,096 in 2022 and $39,912 in 2010. By comparison, kindergarten teachers and public school 

preschool teachers, who often hold similar credentials as those of the Head Start teachers, earned 

average annual salaries of $64,490 and $52,420 in May 2021, respectively. 

 

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 authorized the Preschool Development Grant (PDG) 

program to be administered by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The 

program was created in the previous year, 2014, through appropriations language and was funded and 

administered by the U.S. Department of Education. The program supported two types of grants: 1) 

development grants for states with small or no state public preschool programs, given to develop or 

enhance their infrastructure and capacity to deliver high-quality services to eligible children in one or 

more high-need communities, and 2) expansion grants for states with more robust systems to help 

them implement and expand high-quality programs and serve more children in high-need 

communities.21 Both types of grants were renewable for up to four years, and grantees had the option 

to implement services through a mixed-delivery system of providers including schools, licensed 

childcare centers, Head Start, or other community-based organizations. In Fiscal Year 2017, the 

program became the Preschool Development Grants Birth through Five Initiative (PDG B-5), funded 

through HHS and jointly administered with the Department of Education. The program focuses on 

the coordination of the delivery models and funding streams existing in each state’s mixed delivery 

system.22 PDG B-5 funded the development and implementation of a comprehensive needs 

assessment by state grantees and, in FY 2019 through 2022, new and renewal grants to selected states. 
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State recipients could choose to use up to 60 percent of their grant funds to award sub-grants to 

programs in a mixed delivery system.23 

 

The Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), administered by ACF, supplements the cost of 

childcare for low-income families through vouchers or certificates. In FY 2022, the program was 

appropriated $9,461,000,000 in mandatory and discretionary funding, and for FY 2023, President 

Biden requested from Congress a funding increase of $1.65 billion in an effort to increase the number 

of children served by the program. CCDF consists of two funding streams: the mandatory Child Care 

Entitlement (CCE) and the discretionary Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG).24 

 

CCDBG was created by the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1990 (P.L. 101-508) and is subject 

to annual appropriations. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA) of 1996 (P.L. 104-193) consolidated funding for childcare under the Social Security Act 

where CCE is authorized and made such funding generally subject to the requirements of the CCDBG 

Act. The Child Care and Development Block Grant Act of 2014 (P.L. 113-186) reauthorized the 

discretionary portion of CCDF through FY 2020 and made significant changes to improve the health, 

safety, and quality of childcare and to provide more continuous childcare assistance to low-income 

children and families. The ARP permanently authorized CCE and increased the annual funding level 

from $2.9 billion to $3.6 billion.25 

 

States are required to spend a minimum of nine percent of CCDF funds on activities that are designed 

to improve the quality of childcare services and increase parental options for and access to high-quality 

childcare. Of CCDF funds, three percent must go towards activities that improve the quality and 

supply of childcare for infants and toddlers.26 

 

The combination of the discretionary and mandatory funds provided about $9.5 billion in federal 

funding in FY 2021 for childcare. When combined with the state matching and maintenance of effort 

funds, as well as funds transferred from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

program, annual funding for CCDF in FY 2021 is about $13 billion. The Consolidated Appropriations 

Act, 2021 (P.L. 116-260) included an $85 million increase in CCDBG funds over the previous year. 

Since FY 2018, Congress has increased the CCDBG appropriation by approximately $3 billion. In 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Congress provided a total of $52.5 billion in supplemental 

funding in three appropriations: $3.5 billion in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 

(CARES) Act, $10 billion through the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations 

(CRRSA) Act, and $39 billion through the ARP Act.27 President Biden requested CCDBG receive a 

historic appropriation of $9 billion for FY 2024 and $600 billion over 10 years to support expanded 

access to high quality childcare and preschool.28 

 

In FY 2019, the most recent year for which preliminary data are available, over 1.4 million children 

from about 857,700 low-income families received childcare assistance in an average month through 

CCDF. Of the children served, 28 percent were infants and toddlers, 28 percent were three or four 
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years old, 10 percent were five years old, and 34 percent were six years or older. Of the families served, 

40 percent had incomes below the FPL ($21,330 for a family of three in 2019), 27 percent had incomes 

between 100 and 150 percent of the FPL, and 17 percent had incomes above 150 percent of FPL 

(with the remaining cases being child-only protective services or invalid or unreported data).29 

 

For more information about FY 2024 funding levels requested by President Biden and Senate 

Labor/HHS Report Language for all federal preschool programs including PDG B-5, EHS-CCP, 

CCDBG, IDEA Grants to States, IDEA Preschool Grants (Part B, 619), IDEA Grants for Infants 

and Toddlers (Part C), Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS), and the National 

Child Traumatic Stress Initiative, see the following website: https://www.ffyf.org/funding-for-key-

early-learning-programs-fy24-2/.  

 

In his 2021 $1.75 trillion Build Back Better bill, which ultimately was not enacted, President Joe Biden 

included a $400 billion investment for raising wages for early childhood educators, increasing options 

and decreasing costs for families, and expanding support for quality and the ECE workforce.30 While 

advocating for it, he said that if enacted, the bill would “finally take us from 12 years to 14 years of 

universal education in America.”31  

4 IMPACTS OF CHILDCARE AND PRE-K ON CHILDREN AND 

FAMILIES 

Extensive research has been done on the academic and behavioral impacts of ECE. The seminal 

example is the Perry Preschool Project, which examined low-income Black children and found that 

enrollment in pre-K has numerous positive impacts such as decreasing the likelihood of criminality 

and teen pregnancy and increasing educational attainment and income.32 Studies since have sought to 

replicate that success and expand on it to determine the answers to related questions, such as whether 

other groups of children or other types of programs can have similar outcomes as Perry Preschool. 

The accumulated consensus since tends to indicate that early education programs can indeed have 

durable positive effects on children, but the quality of the program is essential.33 

 

Test scores are the most basic metric used to assess the short-term impact of early education on 

children. Generally, research finds that such programs raise children’s test scores. This comes with a 

notable, if not surprising, caveat. The test score boost gradually disappears as children progress 

through school, with some finding it dissipates by eighth grade.34 There are also assessed benefits in 

other short-term metrics. While the evidence is weaker, studies have found positive impacts on self-

control, motivation, and perseverance, which are believed to be tied to longer-term socio-economic 

benefits to society.35 

 

Assessing the long-term impacts of early education is difficult due to the decades-long delay between 

the time of enrollment and the programs having a full and measurable long-term effect. Nonetheless, 

https://www.ffyf.org/funding-for-key-early-learning-programs-fy24-2/
https://www.ffyf.org/funding-for-key-early-learning-programs-fy24-2/


THE CLASS OF 1964 POLICY RESEARCH SHOP | DARTMOUTH COLLEGE 

9 
 

the research that does exist is encouraging. Studies have found adults who were enrolled in pre-K had 

lower welfare usage, lower likelihood of criminal activity, higher educational attainment, better health, 

higher employment, and higher income.36 

 

Studies have found the positive short- and long-term impacts of pre-K enrollment are greater among 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds.37 This indicates that early education may be essential to not 

only closing the achievement gaps between children from varying backgrounds, but also to combating 

poverty, improving public safety, and spurring economic growth. The factors that lead to achievement 

gaps have been demonstrated to emerge in the very first years of a child’s life. For example, lower 

socio-economic status is correlated with lower English proficiency in children as young as 18 months, 

and by age two a gap worth about six months of learning has been found.38 For this reason, early 

interventions like pre-K are the most likely to correct achievement gaps in the most efficient manner.  

 

Attention should be given to the educational requirements for early childhood program educators. 

Some states require that all pre-k teachers have a college degree and certification in early childhood 

education, while others only require a Child Development Associate (CDA) certificate. This may have 

implications for the quality of the programs and therefore their ultimate effectiveness, as research 

shows that higher teacher qualifications are indeed correlated with higher quality early childhood 

education environments.39  

 

Some studies find unintended side effects relating to wealthy families when they analyze universal early 

childhood education programs. High-income families are likely to already send their children to a 

private program in the absence of universal public provision, and some research indicates that when 

a universal public program is implemented, the public program somewhat depresses outcomes for 

children of high-income families.40  

 

Full-day pre-K programs have been shown to be significantly more effective than half-day programs 

at improving school readiness on most metrics, including by improving attendance and decreasing 

chronic absences.41 A study of Wisconsin’s universal pre-K system, which offers half-day pre-K to all 

four-year-olds, found many Wisconsin parents declined to enroll in the program due to the half-day 

format.42  

 

Early childhood education programs can also provide benefits beyond positive impacts on children 

themselves. Because early education programs function effectively as childcare, universal early 

education programs allow parents, especially mothers, to enter or reenter the workforce. Whether a 

program is full-day or part-day is key for workforce participation. Research shows that while part-time 

childcare has little to no significant impact on mothers’ workforce participation, full-time childcare 

leads to significantly more mothers in the workforce than both no childcare and part-time childcare.43 

The effects on maternal employment appear to be strongest in low-income families, where the cost 

of childcare was likely prohibitively high before public provision was made available.44 
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5 CASE STUDIES 

Despite several states having laws or programs that define or suggest universality, funding shortfalls, 

enrollment caps, and local differences curb enrollment, making it difficult to define such programs as 

universal. The National Institute for Early Education Research defines the provision of universal pre-

K as enrolling at least 70 percent of four-year-olds in a given state.45 According to NIEER, the District 

of Columbia and six states (Florida, Oklahoma, Vermont, Iowa, West Virginia, and Wisconsin) have 

implemented universal preschool. D.C. is the only one to provide universal preschool at age three as 

well as age four and the only state to serve more than half of three-year-olds (69 percent). Vermont, 

ranked second according to NIEER for accessibility of preschool amongst three-year-olds, offers 

eligible three-year-olds preschool, but only served 35 percent of them in the 2021-2022 year according 

to NIEER. Most of these states have smaller populations: only Florida ranks in the top 20 most-

populous states.46 

 

Georgia, Illinois, and New York have universal preschool policies in law but have not been able to 

implement them fully, primarily for funding reasons.47 Even more states, including California, 

Colorado, Hawaii, and New Mexico, have passed laws establishing universal pre-K systems in the past 

year.48 In other states including Michigan,49 New Jersey,50 and Arkansas,51 governors have expressed 

their support for universal pre-K and some have begun drafting policy for the funding of universal 

pre-K programs. Alabama52 and Rhode Island53 are also making steady progress with increasing pre-

K enrollment but still have a way to go before achieving NIEER’s standard for universal pre-K. 

NIEER ranks states by how accessible preschool is for three- and four-year-olds based on state data 

on enrollment in preschool programs and Census data.54 

 

Included in the following case studies of Oklahoma, Colorado, Maine, West Virginia, and 

Brandenburg, Germany are overviews of each program and their eligibility requirements, funding 

amounts and mechanisms, political backgrounds on their development and implementation, and 

more. 
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Figure 5.0.1: Progress towards universal preschool in the 50 states.55 

5.1 OKLAHOMA 

All four-year-olds in Oklahoma have access to free pre-K through a policy that has been in place since 

1998. Enrollment of four-year-olds in pre-K peaked at 74 percent between 2012 and 2016 and fell to 

61 percent in 2021, likely due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Such high enrollment percentages place 

Oklahoma in the third highest rank for access to pre-K among the fifty states.56 All public schools 

offer a pre-K program for four-year-olds, and no income level is required for eligibility.57 The state 

ranks 20th by NIEER for access to early childhood programs for three-year-olds, whose funding is 

provided through a pass-through from the state to public school districts. All Oklahoma public pre-

K programs offer an Early Childhood Certified Teacher, a 10:1 child to teacher ratio, full day or half-

day programs, comprehensive school services, and they adhere to statewide curriculum standards.58  

 

Like the K-12 funding structure in Oklahoma, state contributions to pre-K programs are about equal 

to local contributions. According to NIEER, Oklahoma ranks 25th for state spending and seventh 

for all reported spending. 
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Figures 5.1.1-3: Oklahoma statistics on early childhood education.59 

 

The politicization of establishing universal preschool was not an obstacle for Oklahoma. The 2016 

State Superintendent of Education, Joy Hofmeister once said, “We’re not certainly battling this at the 

legislature… That is not a conversation that I hear.”60 In 1998, a Democratic state legislator slipped 

Oklahoma’s pre-K previsions into an existing bill that intended to close a loophole in the Oklahoma 

school funding formula that allowed districts to enroll four-year-olds in kindergarten to receive extra 

funding. When asked whether the state legislators who voted on the deal were aware of the pre-K 

programs and funding within the bill, Steven Dow, a longtime early childhood education advocate in 

Oklahoma, said, “Almost nobody knew… You want to talk about stuff that really nobody 

understands, start mucking with the state aid funding formula.” Because the preschool program was 

not established by a stand-alone bill, it got through without much public attention. Because the 

preschool program was founded in the state school funding formula, it is protected from the whims 

of annual appropriations processes. 

 

Oklahoma’s preschool system is largely the same now as it was when first established in 1998. State 

law allows public school early childhood programs to operate in collaboration with other public and 

private early childhood programs, including assisted living centers, corporate facilities, and Educare. 

Districts may place public school teachers in community-based programs, childcare centers, and Head 

Start programs, and children in those settings are considered public school enrollees and receive the 

same services. Some districts enroll three-year-olds with funding that might include Title I, Head Start, 

special education, and general funds, not specific state funding. 
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The Oklahoma State Department of Education (OSDE) launched the “Ready Together” recovery 

plan for pre-K  through grade 12 students in Spring of 2021, including a webpage that serves as a hub 

for information on initiatives and guidance, a number of which are large scale, state-level initiatives 

that support preschool programming.61 In May of 2021, the governor signed the “Oklahoma Play to 

Learn Act” which acknowledges the importance of child-centered, play-based learning as a rigorous 

and appropriate way for children in the early childhood grade levels to learn important academic 

content.62 In December 2022, Oklahoma was awarded a PDG B-5 renewal grant for $12 million to be 

used for reforming data collection and usage through the expansion of the Early Learning Inventory 

and creation of an Early Childhood Integrated Data System.63 

 

Researchers have found that Oklahoma's preschool programs work.64 Scholars at Georgetown 

University have been studying the long-term impacts of universal pre-K in Tulsa, Oklahoma for 20 

years. A 2012 paper reported that male and free-lunch-eligible third graders who were enrolled in pre-

K demonstrated statistically significant learning gains in math, even at the end of third grade.65 Recent 

papers from Georgetown not yet officially published or peer reviewed suggest children who attended 

preschool were more likely to take advanced courses and graduate high school on time, more likely to 

enroll in higher education programs, and more likely to vote in elections after turning 18.66 Another 

study found pre-K graduates scored higher on a test of letter-word identification upon kindergarten 

entry.67 In a study of the social-emotional impacts of pre-K, children who participated in Oklahoma 

demonstrated more attentiveness and less timidity.68 Economists have predicted Tulsa preschool grads 

will earn higher salaries based on their elementary school test scores, which have previously been 

linked to earnings.69 Oklahoma’s fourth grade reading scores have trended upwards since 2002, the 

year before its first cohort of preschool graduates reached third grade.70 The effects were greater 

amongst marginalized racial and disadvantaged income groups, suggesting that pre-K enrollment has 

a larger impact on students from minority or disadvantaged backgrounds and, thus, has great potential 

to serve as an equalizer. 

 

Those who were enrolled during Oklahoma’s first year of offering free public preschool are presently 

about 30 years old. Oklahoma offers the education sector and policymakers a rare opportunity to 

examine the long-term impacts of free and universal pre-K, before most states have even broached it. 

5.2 COLORADO 

In 2023, Colorado launched free pre-K and became the most recent addition to the brief list of states 

offering ‘universal’ preschool. Through the Universal Preschool (UPK) Colorado program, every child 

in Colorado is eligible for at least half-day (15 hours per week) free, voluntary preschool in the year 

before they are eligible for kindergarten beginning in the 2023-2024 school year.71 Based on available 

funding for the 2023-2024 school year, 4-year-olds from families living below 270 percent of the FPL 

and who have one other qualifying factor are eligible for an additional 15 hours stacked on top of the 

baseline half-day. Three-year-olds with a household income below 270 percent of the FPL or who 

meet one of the qualifying factors are eligible for free part-time (10 hours per week) preschool 

programming.72 Qualifying factors include homelessness, dual language learner qualification, those in 
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foster/kinship care, and those with an Individualized Education Program (IEP, for children with 

dietary restrictions, routine medication, language and physical supports, and a variety of other needs).73  

 

In 2021, Colorado HB21-1304 created the Transition Working Group and required the collaboration 

of the federally authorized Early Childhood Leadership Commission, the Transition Advisory Group, 

and the Transition Working Group to develop a Transition Plan for the establishment of a 

Department of Early Childhood (CDEC) and recommendations for a new statewide, universal, 

voluntary preschool program. The group, which included public, private, and nonprofit stakeholders 

from across the state, released its set of recommendations in 2022.74 Funding for universal preschool 

was created when, in 2020, Proposition EE was passed, increasing the tax on cigarettes and tobacco 

and creating a new tax for nicotine and vaping products.75 With revenue from the taxes Proposition 

EE instated, Colorado’s preschool budget for the 2023-2024 year was $322 million.76  

 

Before the passage of UPK, Colorado provided pre-K for children from low-income families and 

children who have language delays or other risk factors. About a quarter of 4-year-olds attended state-

funded preschool, and more than three fourths of those seats were in public school district 

classrooms.77  

 

The CDEC appointed Local Coordinating Organizations (LCOs) to support communities in their 

participation in UPK Colorado. LCOs help to create and facilitate partnerships between providers and 

represent the voice and needs of their communities. They also support families and providers in 

navigating resources, including during the application process.78 The state will not require quality 

standards to be met in the first year, meaning it will allow for classrooms with as many as 24 children, 

more than the current guideline of 16.79 

 

Colorado originally indicated that four-year-olds living below 270 percent of the FPL or who meet 

one of the other qualifying factors would be eligible for additional free hours of pre-K, beyond the 

15-hour baseline. However, after collecting applications, funding constraints forced the state to revise 

eligibility guidelines to necessitate that applicants must live below 270 percent of the FPL and meet 

one other qualifying factor. A spokesman for Governor Jared Polis (D) shared that, as of early August, 

43,288 families had signed up for universal preschool, half of which had at least one qualifying factor.80 

Applications were accepted on a rolling basis, and 39,311 students who applied were matched with 

one of the five providers they selected in their application.81 After the eligibility revision, an estimated 

13 percent of four-year-olds can get an additional 15 hours of state-funded preschool, or 4,000 of the 

more than 30,000 who accepted their match.82 Note that both of the following figures predate 

Colorado’s new universal pre-K program. 

 

https://cdec.colorado.gov/sites/cdec/files/documents/FINALUniversalPreschoolRecommendations.pdf
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Figures 5.2.1-2: Statistics on Colorado early childhood education.83 

 

The CDEC also revised its approach to compensating preschool providers. Instead of paying a 

provider for the number of students it has the capacity to enroll, the CDEC will calculate funding 

based on the number of students actually enrolled, forcing providers to adjust plans and budgets with 

a less predictable and reliable method a month from the start of the school year.84 According to a 

CDEC spokesperson, the adjustment came after data showed that there were significantly more seats 

than enrolled students; about two seats were open for every child whose family applied.85 Governor 

Polis indicated he wants to expand preschool and offer 18 hours a week to all four-year-olds by the 

end of his second term in 2026, although where the funding would come from is unclear.86 

 

Colorado, like Vermont and many other states, faces a shortage of ECE teachers. Using more than 

$110 million in federal COVID aid, Colorado created numerous programs offering grants to cover 

employee benefits, retention, and professional development for childcare providers; free courses for 

becoming Early Childhood Teacher Qualified; and state-funded apprenticeships, scholarships, and 

mentoring and leadership programs with the goal of increasing the workforce by five percent by June 

2022.87 

5.3 MAINE 

According to the website of the Maine Department of Education (DOE), the decision on whether to 

develop and offer a public preschool or pre-K program belongs to local districts.88 Public preschools 

are approved and monitored by the Maine DOE and funded through its Essential Programs & 

Services (EPS) formula, and/or through local school budgets. The Maine DOE reports that 

approximately 80 percent of Maine public school districts offer at least one public preschool classroom 

and that approximately 52 percent of all eligible children are enrolled in pre-K statewide.89 

Approximately 24 percent of Maine public preschools partner with a Head Start agency, local childcare 

provider, or private preschool program.90 Research has found that interest and need significantly 

exceeds enrollment opportunities.91 Pre-K enrollment varies greatly between regions. In Aroostook 

County, 89 percent of eligible four-year-olds were enrolled, compared to only three percent in Knox 

County according to a 2016 report by Educate Maine.92 Furthermore, only 18 percent of Maine 
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preschool students attend full day, five-day-a-week programs as of a February 2020 report released by 

the Maine Education Policy Research Institute at the University of Southern Maine.93 

 

 
Figures 5.3.1-2: Statistics on Maine early childhood education.94 

 

According to the National Institute for Early Education Research, state funding totaled about $23.9 

million, up around $1.3 million, or six percent, (adjusted for inflation) since last year. State spending 

per child equaled $3,881 in 2019-2020, up $194 from 2018-2019 (adjusted for inflation), placing Maine 

in 31st place for state spending on preschool. Local governments are required to match the funding 

provided by the state in an amount calculated based on local poverty value. Maine met nine of 

NIEER’s 10 quality standards benchmarks.95 

 

 
Figure 5.3.3: State early childhood education spending per enrolled child in Maine.96 

 

Educate Maine, a nonprofit aimed at advancing education policies and practices that increase 

educational attainment and career readiness among Maine students, releases research reports annually 

on a number of economic and education issues and policy priorities, many of which include 

collaboration with the Maine State Chamber of Commerce and other business and development 

organizations like the Maine Development Foundation.97 Educate Maine defines preschool as 

referring to any educational/care programming available to three- and four-year-olds prior to 

kindergarten and pre-K as referring to publicly-funded full time or part time programming for four-

year-olds the year before kindergarten. Educate Maine’s 2021 Education Indicators Report included 

the following data points according to pre-pandemic data from 201998:  

 

Access:  

a. 22 percent of Maine children live in a childcare desert. 
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i. This data point is based on The Center for American Progress’s definition of a 

childcare desert as “any census tract with more than 50 children under age five that 

contains either no childcare providers or so few options that there are more than three 

times as many children as licensed childcare slots.” 

b. Only about one third of Maine four-year-olds are enrolled in publicly funded pre-K. 

i. After reaching nearly half of four-year-olds enrolled in public pre-K in 2019 (47 

percent), that number declined significantly to 35.6 percent amid the pandemic.  

c. Only nine percent of districts offered full-day pre-K in 2019 although the recently awarded 

Pre-K Expansion Grants should help increase this number. 

Affordability:  

d. Educate Maine reports that while Maine has a subsidy program for low-income families, it is 

vastly underutilized.  

e. The average cost of full time, center-based infant care in Maine is $11,700 per year. For more 

on county-specific or type of care-specific cost amounts, see the 2021 Maine Child Care 

Market Rate Survey prepared for the Maine Department of Health and Human Services Office 

of Child and Family Services. 

f. A two-parent family making the state’s median income spends an average of 14 percent of 

their yearly income on childcare for one child. 

g. A single-parent family making the state’s median income spends an average of 45 percent of 

their yearly income on childcare for one child. 

Quality 

h. Only about one quarter of Maine childcare providers are at step three or four (the highest 

levels) of the Quality for ME rating system. 

i. Maine childcare providers are struggling to retain qualified staff, many of whom are leaving 

the field for lower-skilled positions that pay more. 

Workforce:  

j. The median wage for kindergarten teachers in Maine ($53,270) is more than twice the median 

wage of early childhood educators ($24,030). 

 

In 2013, the Maine Early Learning Investment Group (MELIG), formed as a consortium of business 

leaders with a vision of increased investment in early childhood education, partnered with Educare 

Central Maine and its regional administrative partner, Kennebec Valley Community Action Program 

(KVCAP) and selected rural Somerset County as the site of a development project aimed at 

demonstrating the positive impact of early childhood education and raising public awareness. The 

report concluded that a whole family approach, professional development, community trust and 

relationships, and blended funding sources are all crucial to the provision of childcare in Somerset 

County. 

 

In Spring 2021, the Maine Association for the Education of Young Children, in partnership with The 

Family Child Care Association of Maine, YMCA Alliance of Maine, and Maine Head Start Directors 

Association, published the “State of Child Care in Maine.”99 The report aimed to highlight the 

https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/sites/maine.gov.dhhs/files/inline-files/2021%20Market%20Rate%20Survey_Final.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/sites/maine.gov.dhhs/files/inline-files/2021%20Market%20Rate%20Survey_Final.pdf
https://cdn.branchcms.com/8oyQKqMEPL-1031/docs/Elevate-Maine-Somerset-Report-FINAL.pdf
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importance of federal COVID-19 relief funds, included 470 survey respondents: owners or leaders of 

one or several licensed childcare programs representing 598 programs and every county in Maine. A 

full 43 percent of family childcare providers and childcare centers reported they face growing waitlists 

and are unable to meet demand, 58 percent of childcare centers report understaffing, 34 percent of 

family providers reported being under-enrolled, and 29 percent of family providers and 44 percent of 

centers operate at a deficit.100 

 

Governor Janet Mills’ Maine Jobs and Recovery Plan, which took effect in October 2021, invested 

$10 million in federal ARP funds to increase the number of four-year-olds enrolled in public pre-K 

across the state. Through multiple competitive grant rounds, the Maine DOE provided funding to 

local school administrative units (SAUs) to cover facility renovations, staff recruitment and training, 

and other start-up costs linked to establishing new public pre-K programs, creating additional 

classrooms, or transitioning from part-day/part-week to full-day/full-week. Applicant SAUs were 

encouraged, through the provision of priority in the application review process, to partner with 

licensed community providers (e.g., private preschools, childcare providers, Head Start centers, 

YMCAs, etc.) and/or other SAUs–a policy which, according to this research, reflects the extent of the 

state government’s investment in and/or development of mixed delivery systems of preschool. 

Priority was also granted to applicants who would provide longer duration of education and serve 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students.101 The DOE will also provide technical assistance and 

professional learning to SAUs for pre-K expansion. Three rounds of grant opportunities were offered 

to SAUs to start or expand pre-K in the 2022-23 and 2023-24 school years. Grants ranging from 

$55,000 to a little more than $600,000 were awarded to 28 SAUs, some with cost extensions through 

two fiscal years.102 More information about Pre-K Expansion Grantees and Awards can be found on  

https://www.maine.gov/doe/learning/earlychildhood/pkexpansiongrant/2021. 

5.4 WEST VIRGINIA 

The state of West Virginia struggles with among the nation’s highest rates of poverty, especially for 

children. Yet, West Virginia now has one of the most comprehensive pre-K programs in the country. 

For years before the program began, even well-off families in the rural state struggled to find preschool 

for their children. Because it was so hard for even those with significant financial resources to find 

preschool options for their children, there was broad support for a universal pre-K program available 

to all families without means-testing. The program remains quite popular to this day.103 West Virginia’s 

pre-K program is highly ranked at 6th place nationally for 4-year-old access by NIEER, although it is 

only 19th for three-year-olds.104 

 

Consideration of a universal public pre-K program in West Virginia began as far back as 1983, but the 

current program did not get started until legislation was passed in 2002. The core of the program is 

contained in W.Va. Code §18-5-44, which mandated that the state Board of Education work with the 

state Department of Health and Human Resources to ensure that every four-year-old child have access 

to high quality pre-K within 10 years of enactment, or by 2012. The program also required county-

level boards of education to collaborate with existing community pre-K programs, such as licensed 

https://www.maine.gov/doe/learning/earlychildhood/pkexpansiongrant/2021
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childcare centers or the federal government’s Head Start, to implement the new statewide program.105 

Although it was passed before his time in office, much of the program was rolled out under then-

Governor of West Virginia Joe Manchin, who is now a U.S. Senator.106 

 

The program did end up taking the full 10 years to get running due to shortages of staff, facilities, and 

funding.107 The program now serves every county in the state, and as of the most recent statistics, 

West Virginia’s program enrolls about two-thirds of the state’s four-year-olds and six percent of three-

year-olds, or around 13,200 children in total. The children who are not 4-year-olds are eligible usually 

because they have some sort of special needs or are kindergarten-aged but determined to be better 

served in a pre-K setting. Class sizes are capped at 20 children, and there must be at least one staff 

member for every ten children.108 

 

Due to changing demographics, West Virginia was able to implement its universal pre-K program 

without raising taxes. The state has had successively fewer children to educate each year and funding 

could be moved to pre-K from other education areas.109 The state spent about $6,500 per child in 

2022, but total spending per child comes to around $10,200 when federal contributions from IDEA 

Part C, Head Start, and TANF are added in along with a small amount of local spending. State funding 

is administered directly to public school districts, and at least half of pre-K classrooms funded are 

required by law to partner with outside programs, such as local childcare centers, private pre-K, or 

Head Start. In reality, this collaboration is even more common than the statute stipulates, with about 

83% of classrooms involving some sort of partnership.110 

 

 
Figure 5.4.1-2: Statistics on West Virginia early childhood education.111 

 

The most recent rules for new lead pre-K teachers in nonpublic settings, starting in 2013, dictate that 

they must have a bachelor’s degree or higher in early childhood education or a similar field. Starting 

in 2014, all assistant teachers were required to have an Early Childhood Classroom Assistant Teacher 

Authorization from the state, which requires a CDA or equivalent. The state requires pre-K programs 

to offer at least 25 hours of instruction per week and 800 hours per year, with programs operating for 

at least four days per week.112 
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The program’s universal eligibility is key to why West Virginia pre-K is ranked so highly. Universal 

eligibility means the program does not effectively segregate children by class via means-testing. 

Children eligible for Head Start are served in the same classrooms as the children of middle class and 

wealthy families, following research findings that socioeconomic integration offers its own social and 

academic benefits.113 While funding for individual children may come from means-tested sources, this 

on its own has no bearing on the child’s placement or experience. 

 

Evaluations of West Virginia’s pre-K program impacts on the children it served are mixed and 

especially contentious given the state’s long-standing problem of low academic performance among 

its students.114 A 2018 study found that the pre-K program has short-term positive impacts on 

students’ literacy, language, and math skills, but it can be hard to pin down long-term impacts with 

available data and methodologies. Impacts seemed to depend on the quality of the individual 

program.115 

 

The program is noted to have had a few unintended side effects. Because childcare providers 

frequently depend on revenue from pre-K programs to offset their costs for their other programs for 

younger children, access to infant and toddler care became more difficult after the program was 

implemented. However, because the state’s program required that at least half of the pre-K classrooms 

funded be offered in collaboration with community partners such as these already existing childcare 

providers, some of the negative impact on supply by the program was prevented.116 

 

Although West Virginia’s pre-K program was passed and implemented under Democratic control of 

the state government, the state is now controlled by a Republican governor and a Republican 

legislature with different priorities than its predecessors. Recent legislative sessions have not 

considered expanding the program to three-year-olds as a priority, even though that might seem to be 

the logical next step. Instead, they have sought to establish more charter schools and have created an 

education savings account program, which allows the use of public funding by families for 

homeschooling or private school fees if they choose to leave or simply not access the public school 

system.117 

5.5 BRANDENBURG, GERMANY 

While there is wide variation regarding the implementation of pre-K childcare  programs across the 

states and much that can be learned from that variation, an international perspective is often helpful 

for American policymakers to help ensure their perspectives are not unduly constrained. This is best 

done by looking to peer countries comparable to the U.S., especially on the metric of income. 

Germany is an especially useful comparison for childcare because not only is it similar to the U.S. in 

terms of income, but it also has a similar governmental structure, with 16 states underneath an 

overarching federal government. This section will look specifically at Brandenburg, which is one of 

Germany’s most rural states and surrounds its capital of Berlin. Berlin is its own city-state and not part 

of Brandenburg. The German childcare system is highly ranked internationally, scoring fifth place 
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among the 41 countries classified as high-income according to the United Nations. By comparison, 

the United States was put at 40th place, just above the very bottom.118 

 

Germany approaches childcare very differently than the U.S. does. A common approach in the U.S. 

is to determine what groups do not have adequate childcare and then work to improve access for 

those families via piecemeal programs. By contrast, in 2013 Germany simply declared that every child 

over the age of one has a right to a space in a daycare facility, or Kita, which is short for Kindergarten. 

The government then worked backwards from that point to build a system that ensured the rights of 

each child were fulfilled. This right to a childcare space is legally enforceable. Parents can sue the 

government if they cannot find a space in public childcare, with the damages calculated according to 

an estimation of lost wages arising from the parent having to care for their child themselves. While 

the system is still not as robust as it is supposed to be on paper, it is much more so than any U.S. 

state’s system. 

 

This universal program had its roots in earlier actions starting in the early- to mid-2000s, when 

Germany began to adopt what it termed a ‘sustainable family policy.’ This policy sought to reduce 

family poverty by encouraging mothers to participate in the workforce rather than remain at home by 

investing in early childhood education.119 The goal of the program in Germany is not so much to 

improve academic outcomes for children later in life as it is to help minimize the difficulties parents 

may have with staying in the labor force. In 2022, 95 percent of children in Brandenburg between 

three and six years old attended a Kita, as did 57 percent of children under three.120 

 

In Germany, children typically attend a Kita starting sometime between age one and five according to 

the preferences of the parents (age three is common), and then start formal schooling at age six with 

the first grade. Kindergarten in Germany is not quite equivalent to kindergarten in America. Kitas do 

not place much emphasis on academics and are more like American pre-K or childcare. About two-

thirds of Kitas are privately-owned and one-third are public.121 About half of the private Kitas are run 

through religious organizations such as churches, usually by Caritas (a catholic organization) or Diakon 

(Caritas’ protestant equivalent).122 

 

While the broad rules for childcare are set by the federal German government, the details are managed 

by the states. Brandenburg’s system delegates the brunt of the work of organizing Kitas to localities. 

Each locality is responsible for arranging for suitable facilities and personnel to meet the needs of the 

community as calculated by a set of statutory requirements.123 Brandenburg and the localities then give 

subsidies to these Kitas to fund the required personnel and facilities. Each community chooses how 

to meet that need, which can be through public Kitas, collaboration with privately-run Kitas, or a 

combination of the two, although the process is set up so that it is somewhat easier to fund public 

Kitas compared to private ones.124 These subsidies are usually calculated on a per-child served basis. 

Subsidies for personnel costs range from 84 percent to 89.4 percent of expenses. Personnel who care 

for the youngest children (under three) receive the highest subsidy rate.125 In 2019, the most recent 

year with available data, Brandenburg and its localities spent about €7,300 per child. Of the total 
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spending per child (including parental contributions), 52.5 percent came from the localities, 34.7 

percent from the state, and 12.5 percent from parental contributions. This total spending is somewhat 

higher than the nationwide average of about €6,500 per child.126 As of this writing, €1 was worth about 

$1.05. 

 

In Germany’s federal system, the various levels of government get about 75 percent their money 

through what are called ‘joint taxes,’127 which are collected together and then redistributed amongst 

the federal government, states, and municipalities. These taxes include progressive taxes on income, 

as well as corporate taxes and a 19 percent value-added tax on consumption (VAT) that is similar to 

a sales tax.128 The VAT, while not progressive, does have a much lower rate of seven percent for 

necessities like food. Tax revenue in Germany goes straight to the treasury for redistribution and is 

not earmarked for specific programs based on what is being taxed.129 

 

Parental contributions are set by the states and generally vary according to criteria like family size and 

income.130 In Brandenburg, there is no parental contribution for households with income of €35,000 

or less, and there is a sliding max fee scale for families with incomes between €35,000 and €55,000.131 

Using Brandenburg’s official cost estimation tables for childcare, a family with two parents that makes 

the most recently available (2021) median household income of €45,856132 can expect to pay a 

maximum of about €140 per month for 8 hours of Kita daily Monday to Friday if their child is between 

three and six. Costs are slightly higher for children under three and in general can range from €40 to 

€252 monthly depending on the child’s age, how many hours of care utilized, and family income 

(assuming the family is above the income cutoff for no required fees).133 

 

Despite the German system’s high ranking, it is not perfect. There are particular gaps in access for 

families with children under three that severely impact the government’s goal of helping mothers stay 

in the workforce. Local governments sometimes fail to be aggressive enough in recruiting personnel 

for their childcare facilities, and the relatively low pay and benefits such positions can have do not 

help either. A 2021 study found that almost 70 percent of German mothers with children under three 

do not work, despite less than 30 percent actually desiring to be stay-at-home mothers. The study 

found a further fifth of mothers work part-time, often because they cannot find a spot in a Kita for 

their child under three. There is a significant shortage of childcare staff nationwide in Germany, and 

closing this gap is likely essential to gender equity for parents.134 A further survey from 2020 found 

that about half of parents with children aged under three said they needed childcare, but only half of 

those parents who needed it said they could get it for sufficient hours each week.135 It is unclear what 

share of such parents utilized the option to sue the government for compensation for not being able 

to find childcare. 

 

In Brandenburg specifically, there is an estimated shortage of around 2,900 Kita slots and 11,500 

personnel, and 86 percent of children are currently cared for in classrooms with a staffing ratio deemed 

insufficient by the Bertelsmann Stiftung, an independent policy research foundation. Kitas in 

Brandenburg currently have a staffing ratio of 9.6 children per staff member, above both the 
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recommended ratio of 1:7.5 and the nationwide average ratio of 1:8.4. The childcare centers for 

children under three in Brandenburg have a staffing ratio of 1:5.1, again above the recommended 1:3 

and nationwide average of 1:3.9. The care for children under three is where the worst shortages are, 

both of staff and spots. The government intends to bring these ratios down over the next few years 

through intensified recruitment efforts, although it is unclear how successful they will be.136 

 

In comparison to the United States, these problems may seem trite, as public childcare for children 

under three is essentially unheard of to begin with, let alone such low financial burdens on families. 

The German system has achieved an outcome where almost all children aged three and older attend 

a Kita and over half of children under three have childcare, too. Plus, all of that is accomplished at a 

cost per child comparable to or lower than in the United States. Nonetheless, the shortage of childcare 

spots and personnel is a severe problem in Germany and one that also exists in America. It should be 

clear that steps to ensure adequate supply of both are essential for a robust and affordable universal 

childcare system. Nonetheless, the German system provides a key perspective on how such a universal 

childcare system can be built. 

6 CONCLUSION 

Vermont is among the top states nationwide when it comes to accessible and affordable pre-K and 

childcare, yet it still struggles to provide a universal system. Federal programs make up the bedrock of 

the early childhood education system in the U.S. through programs like Head Start and Child 

Development Block Grants. However, the country is still far from the provision of universal childcare. 

States have made varying levels of progress in the push for more ECE, a policy issue increasingly 

capturing national and state-level attention. As of 2022, D.C. and six states met the NIEER standard 

for universal pre-K–70 percent or more four-year-olds were enrolled in the programs. Case studies of 

Oklahoma, Colorado, Maine, and West Virginia, one of which established universal pre-K 25 years 

ago and another only in this year, highlighted different funding mechanisms for free or subsidized 

pre-K and 3-K, varying degrees of rurality, and distinct approaches to mixed-delivery systems. 

Throughout the childcare delivery system in the United States, there is a shortage of qualified staff 

and a private market that often fails to meet community needs, due to prohibitive tuition costs and 

underpaid teachers. Such an environment necessarily increases the role of government as an active 

partner in order to meet the needs of affected children and their parents. 
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