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As state-funded prekindergarten invest-
ments continue to grow across the 

country,1 it is more important than ever that 
policy makers take advantage of existing child 
care and other early childhood settings to offer 
families—especially families with parents in 
the workforce—options that can meet their 
diverse needs. Currently, the large majority of 
state prekindergarten programs are offered in 
public school settings. However, most states 
allow prekindergarten to be offered in settings 
outside public schools, including child care 
centers and Head Start programs.2 One-third 
of children enrolled in state prekindergarten 
programs are served in settings other than 
public schools.3 

To explore the most effective ways to involve 
child care centers in providing prekindergarten, 
the National Women’s Law Center conducted 
a series of interviews and held a meeting 
with selected center directors to get their 
perspectives on what they gained by offering 
prekindergarten, what barriers they faced, and 
how they overcame these barriers. The lessons 
learned through the experiences of these and 
other child care centers can do much to inform 
ongoing efforts at the state and local level to 
include child care centers as full partners in 
providing prekindergarten and to ensure that 
prekindergarten initiatives are effective overall.

The challenges that center directors face in 
providing prekindergarten include ensuring 
adequate resources for high-quality programs; 
recruiting and retaining well-qualified teachers; 
coordinating with school districts in allocating 
slots, enrolling children, and supporting 
children’s transition to kindergarten, among 
other areas; and implementing appropriate 
curricula and assessments. Key factors in 
helping center directors overcome these and 
other challenges are sufficient state prekinder-
garten funding levels as well as access to other 
public and private funding sources and the 
ability to combine the funding with prekin-
dergarten funding effectively; the opportunity 
to compete on an equal footing with school 
districts in running prekindergarten programs; 

and close collaboration with school districts 
and other early childhood providers on all 
issues of mutual concern. 

This report explores the benefits and 
challenges for child care centers in providing 
state-funded prekindergarten programs, and 
examines the state and local policies that 
might better support child care centers in this 
role, from the crucial perspective of child care 
center directors. The directors’ experiences 
and insights confirm the effectiveness of a 
number of strategies that have been set forth 
in previous reports on state-level policies4 and 
provide additional details about the complexity 
of implementing these policies. They also help 
illustrate more fully how these policies play out 
in practice in individual communities, child 
care centers, and prekindergarten classrooms. 
Many of the issues raised by center directors, 
and strategies that worked to support them, 
apply to schools and other prekindergarten 
providers as well.

Benefits of  Allowing Child 
Care Centers to Operate State 
Prekindergarten Programs

Offering prekindergarten in a child care 
center can help families with parents in 

the workforce who need full-day programs for 
their children. State-funded prekindergarten 
programs are typically not structured around 
the schedules of parents who need full-day, 
full-year services for their children. Most state 
prekindergarten programs are only funded for 
a part-day schedule—sometimes as little as 
two-and-a-half or three hours a day—and only 
during the school year.5 Child care centers 
can address this gap because they are able to 
offer full-day, full-year programs at a single 
location. Providing prekindergarten in centers 
can therefore be more convenient for parents, 
who do not have to determine how to bring 
their children from one location to another 
during the work day, as well as less disruptive 
for children, who do not have to be moved 
from one location to another each day and 

Introduction
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during the summer. In 
addition, parents with 
infants and toddlers 
as well as prekinder-
garten-age children 
can have all of their 
children receive care at 
the same location.  

Communities, too, 
have reasons for 
looking to child care 
centers to provide 
prekindergarten. In 
many communities, 
schools simply do 
not have the space 
to provide prekin-
dergarten classes. 
Communities may also 
find it more efficient 

to invest resources in existing child care centers 
that already have experience working with 
young children than to start from scratch 
by adding an entirely new early childhood 
program to the schools. This is especially true 
if the centers are already offering high-quality 
programs that meet state prekindergarten 
requirements, but it can also be true when 
the centers need help in meeting these 
requirements.

Indeed, providing prekindergarten in child 
care centers can inject needed resources 
into child care programs and help sustain 
and enhance the quality of these programs 
for the many families who rely on them. 
Participation in prekindergarten can help 
sustain a center both by bringing in new 
children who had not previously attended 
any early childhood program and by 
providing a stable source of funding for 
children already enrolled in the center for 
child care. It can enhance the quality of a 
center both by providing new resources 
and by requiring that the center meet state 
prekindergarten standards that are generally 
stronger than state child care licensing 
requirements in areas such as teacher creden-
tials. Finally, participation in prekinder-
garten can have spillover beneficial effects 
that extend beyond the particular children 
(primarily four-year-olds) and hours funded 
by the prekindergarten initiative to reach the 
entire center, including classrooms serving 
infants and toddlers. 

More broadly, successful involvement of child 
care centers in prekindergarten initiatives 
can promote collaboration among schools, 
child care providers, and other early care and 
education programs, enabling them all to take 
advantage of the expertise each partner brings 
and to make effective use of early childhood 
resources. This collaboration can lead to joint 
efforts not only on prekindergarten but also 
on the full array of supports and services that 
children and their families need.

Methodology

This report is largely based on a series of 
interviews the National Women’s Law 

Center staff conducted with child care center 
directors in summer and fall of 2006 as well 
as a meeting of center directors in December 
2006. State policy documents and other reports 
on state prekindergarten policies were used to 
provide some additional background infor-
mation and context. 

The center directors who participated in 
this project were selected based on referrals 
from state and local early childhood experts. 
While they are not necessarily representative 

Offering 
prekindergarten in 
a child care center 
can help families 
with parents in the 
workforce who need 
full-day programs for 
their children.

Other Settings*

Head Start Settings

Child Care Settings

Public School Settings

Children in Prekindergarten Programs

63%

4%

28%

5%

Children Participating in State Prekindergarten 
Programs by Type of  Setting  

(Fall 2005 for States Where Data Are Available)

Source: National Women’s Law Center calculations based on data from W. 
Steven Barnett, Jason T. Hustedt, Laura E. Hawkinson, and Kenneth B. Robin, 
The State of Preschool 2006: State Preschool Yearbook (Rutgers, NJ: National 
Institute for Early Education Research, 2006), 168.

* Other settings include college-based, family resource centers, family 
child care, etc.
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of all center directors operating prekinder-
garten programs, they do constitute a diverse 
group and have a range of experiences with 
their prekindergarten programs. The directors 
are from fourteen different states (Arizona, 
Arkansas, Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, 
Michigan, New Jersey, New Mexico, New 
York, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, West 
Virginia, and Wisconsin) that have a substantial 
number of child care centers participating in 
their prekindergarten initiatives. They include 
directors from rural, urban, and suburban areas 
and from nonprofit, for-profit, and faith-based 
centers. Some directors have a single center site, 
while others oversee multiple sites. However, 
given that this is not a random sample, it is not 
possible to determine the overall number or 
percentage of center-based prekindergarten 
programs that face the issues examined in this 
report. 

The report is primarily focused on child care 
centers offering prekindergarten programs, and 
not schools or other agencies and entities that 
may operate prekindergarten programs, such 
as Head Start programs and family child care 
providers (although a few of the directors who 
were interviewed operate Head Start programs 
in addition to child care and prekindergarten 
programs). Head Start programs encounter 
a distinct set of challenges in offering state-
funded prekindergarten as they work to meet 
both state prekindergarten requirements 
and the full set of Head Start Performance 
Standards. Family child care programs’ partici-
pation in state prekindergarten initiatives 
remains relatively limited. Further research is 
needed on the specific issues that each group of 
providers—schools, Head Start programs, and 
family child care providers—must address in 
offering prekindergarten.   

Defining Prekindergarten
For the purposes of this report, “prekindergarten” is an initiative or program funded by the 
state that supports a group learning experience for preschool-age children, primarily four-
year-olds, but including three-year-olds in some states.  Prekindergarten does not include 
other federal, state, or local early childhood programs, such as child care assistance programs 
and the federal Head Start program, that support learning experiences for young children.  It 
also does not include private prekindergarten programs paid for entirely by parents, although 
children participating in state-funded prekindergarten programs are sometimes in classrooms 
with children whose participation in the program is paid by their parents.  Most prekin-
dergarten initiatives are targeted to children who are from low-income families or who are 
considered at risk, but some are made available to all children whose families want them to 
participate.
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The key issues identified by the center 
directors include: financing; qualifica-

tions and compensation for teachers, directors, 
and other staff; relationships with school 
districts; curriculum, assessment, and other 
programming issues; and community planning 
and coordination. State and local prekinder-
garten policies and practices in these areas 
determine the extent to which child care 
centers can participate in prekindergarten 
initiatives, their capacity to offer high-quality 
programs that meet the needs of children 
and families, and their ability to sustain and 
strengthen their programs. 

Financing

Well-designed financing policies and 
practices enable child care centers to 

participate in prekindergarten initiatives and 
ensure that participating centers have funding 
for a full-day program that is stable and that 
supports quality enhancements.  

The prekindergarten funding policies and 
practices that are important to child care 
centers are those that result in:

Fair and efficient distribution of funds•	

Adequate funding levels •	

Help securing other sources of funding•	

An ability to combine prekindergarten and •	
child care funding for full-day services.

Distributing Funds
How states distribute prekindergarten funds 
can determine the extent to which child care 
centers can offer prekindergarten. In some 
states, funds are allocated to local school 
districts, either as a targeted grant for prekin-
dergarten or as part of a school aid formula that 
reimburses school districts for prekindergarten 
enrollment as it would for K-12 enrollment. 
Then it is up to each local district whether to 
subcontract with centers to provide prekin-
dergarten programs. In other states, centers are 

able to receive funds directly from the state. 
In a few states, local councils are responsible 
for making decisions about the distribution 
of funds. Within any particular funding 
approach, there are policies and practices that 
can facilitate centers’ participation in prekin-
dergarten initiatives and ensure they have a 
fair opportunity to compete for funding with 
school districts and other providers. For any 
approach, the extent to which centers are able 
to participate will also depend on the particular 
dynamics in each community and how well 
centers, schools, and other early childhood 
providers work 
together. Communities 
that have had a long 
history of collaboration 
prior to the implemen-
tation of prekinder-
garten tend to provide 
a very favorable 
context for ensuring 
the involvement of 
child care centers in 
operating prekinder-
garten programs. 

Subcontracting 
with Local School 
Districts

Distributing state 
prekindergarten funds 
through school districts 
has certain advantages, 
since it can allow 
funding for prekin-
dergarten to be embedded with the school 
aid formula for K-12,6 which in turn provides 
greater stability for prekindergarten funding. 
School districts can receive reimbursement 
for each prekindergarten student they serve 
just as they do for students in K-12. Yet, when 
prekindergarten funds are distributed through 
school districts, it is usually up to the district to 
determine whether to subcontract with child 
care centers to offer prekindergarten. 

This funding approach makes the decision 
to subcontract with centers dependent on 

How states distribute 
prekindergarten funds 
can determine the 
extent to which child 
care centers can offer 
prekindergarten.

Key Issues
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individual school administrators’ leadership 
and initiative. For example, in Arizona, where 
funds are distributed through school districts, 
a center director suggested that one likely 
reason that his district, unlike many other 
districts in the state, allows participation by 
child care centers is that the person responsible 
for prekindergarten in his district understands 
early childhood education and is committed 
to involving centers. Similarly, center directors 
from a few districts in Illinois—where, until 
2003, all funding was distributed through 
school districts—pointed to a history of 
community collaboration on early childhood 
services and programs that laid the groundwork 
for involvement of child care centers in 
providing prekindergarten.

A few states that distribute funding through 
local school districts have tried to make child 
care centers’ participation in prekindergarten 
less dependent on individual leadership by 
adopting policies to guarantee that, in all 
communities, centers and other providers 
outside the schools have at least some oppor-
tunity to offer prekindergarten. For example, 
West Virginia requires that at least half of 
programs in each school district be operated in 
settings outside the schools when its prekin-
dergarten initiative is fully implemented in 
2012-2013.7 In addition, New York requires 
that each school district use at least 10 percent 
of the funds it receives through the Universal 
Prekindergarten (UPK) initiative to serve 
children in settings outside the public schools.8 
In practice, school districts have greatly 
exceeded that requirement, with over half of 
New York’s UPK funds being used outside the 
schools.9 Many schools, particularly those in 
New York City, turned to outside providers 
in greater numbers than was required because 
they had no space for prekindergarten class-
rooms, especially since schools were struggling 
to meet requirements to reduce class sizes 
for older children when the prekindergarten 
initiative was implemented. Yet the 10 percent 
requirement was an important benchmark 
that spurred communities to action. The fact 
that different entities were required to sit 
down at the table together to meet the initial 
requirement may have opened up opportunities 
for collaboration that ultimately fostered efforts 
to go beyond that minimum.10 

Receiving Direct Funding from the State

In other states, child care centers apply directly 
to a state agency for funding. This funding 

approach may give child care centers greater 
opportunities to participate in prekindergarten 
because a third party not directly involved in 
delivering early childhood education evaluates 
applications from schools and other entities 
alike. In addition, this approach allows centers 
to apply to provide prekindergarten for 
children from multiple school districts, rather 
than being constrained by district boundaries as 
may be the case when they are funded through 
school districts. 

Some states using this approach have a single 
pool of funding for both schools and other 
providers. For example, in Georgia, all public 
and private providers—including schools, child 
care centers, and other agencies—apply to the 
state Department of Early Care and Learning 
to be designated as a prekindergarten site.11 
Other states have a separate funding stream 
for child care centers and providers outside 
the public schools to guarantee they have a 
chance to participate. New Mexico allocates 
half of its prekindergarten funding to public 
schools interested in delivering prekindergarten 
through the Public Education Department, 
and the other half of its funding to child 
care centers and other entities interested 
in delivering prekindergarten through the 
Department of Children, Youth, and Families 
using a competitive grant process.12 Michigan 
distributes the majority of its prekindergarten 
funding to school districts, but also has a 
separate program for non-school agencies 
that apply for funds through a competitive 
grant process.13 This approach ensures that at 
least some funds will be targeted for qualified 
providers other than public schools. 

Using Community Councils for Funding 
Decisions

In a few states and communities, funds are 
distributed through local community councils. 
Child care centers, along with schools 
and other providers, apply to the councils, 
which then determine which providers will 
receive funding and, in some cases, how 
many prekindergarten classrooms or children 
enrolled in prekindergarten will be funded 
for each provider. This approach can open up 
the prekindergarten program to a range of 
providers because funding decisions, rather 
than being made solely by the school district, 
are made collectively by a council that may 
include representatives from the school district 
but includes representatives of other groups as 
well.
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For example, in Connecticut, the mayor and 
school superintendent in each community 
receiving funding must establish a School 
Readiness Council to guide the distribution 
of prekindergarten funding.14 In Florida, local 
Early Learning Coalitions, which were estab-
lished prior to the adoption of the prekinder-
garten initiative to oversee a range of early 
childhood programs and services, are respon-
sible for distributing prekindergarten funding 
to eligible providers.15 In North Carolina, 
the More at Four prekindergarten initiative is 
administered using county and regional More 
at Four committees co-chaired by the school 
superintendent (or designee) and the board 
chair (or designee) of the local partnership for 
Smart Start, a separate state early childhood 
initiative.16 In all of these states, children are 
served in a diverse range of settings, including 
child care centers.

Renewing Funding

The funding process consists not only of the 
initial funding decision but the renewal process 
as well. Relatively steady funding from one 
year to the next enables center directors to 
better manage their centers’ budgets, anticipate 
enrollment, and stabilize their centers’ finances. 
It is also administratively easier for them if they 
do not have to reapply each year, especially 
since they often do not have administrative 
support personnel to help with the reappli-
cation process. At the same time, it is important 
to design a process that ensures accountability 
for prekindergarten funds. 

Meeting Match Requirements

Some states require centers to provide a match 
in order to receive state prekindergarten funds. 
States may permit the match requirements to 
be met with in-kind contributions, which can 
be easier for centers to provide than cash.

An Arkansas center director said she does •	
not have a significant problem meeting the 
state’s match requirement because of the 
way it is structured. The state pays $4,400 
per child for the prekindergarten program, 
and providers must contribute a match that 
equals 40 percent of the total amount of 
funding per child. The match may be in 
kind, and may include expenses paid for 
by the center, such as transportation, or 
may be met through other funding sources, 
such as the federal Child and Adult Care 
Food Program.  

In Tennessee, in contrast, the way in which •	
the state’s match requirement is structured 
makes it difficult for a center to meet 
a requirement that it be responsible for 
one-third of the program’s costs. Match 
requirements vary by county and, in 
urban areas such as the one in which the 
center is located, centers have to make a 
greater contribution than in rural areas. 
In some counties, the state covers the full 
cost. Match requirements are based on the 
overall wealth of the county and, as a result, 
do not take into account an individual 
center’s resources and ability to provide the 
matching contribution. The center relies 
on United Way funding to help meet the 
match requirement and cover the shortfall 
in state prekindergarten funding.

Funding Levels
Centers are best able to offer a high-quality 
prekindergarten program when the core 
funding level is sufficient to cover the full 
range of costs for the program, including 
salaries for qualified teachers, facilities, supplies, 
materials, supplementary support services for 
children and their families, and other expenses. 
Adequate funding is essential for schools 
offering prekinder-
garten as well, but is 
a particular concern 
for centers given that 
they often lack the 
institutional capacity or 
economies of scale of 
schools. For example, 
unlike schools, centers 
typically do not have 
a health care plan or 
retirement system for 
teachers, or an existing 
transportation system. 
And many centers start 
out behind schools, 
operating on already-
tight budgets because 
of inadequate funding 
for their early care and 
education programs.  

Centers respond to funding challenges in 
different ways. Some are able to pull together 
other funding sources to help support their 
programs and are able to successfully partic-
ipate in the prekindergarten initiative. Others 
determine that the resources available to deliver 
the program are not sufficient to meet the 

Centers are best able 
to offer a high-quality 
prekindergarten 
program when the 
core funding level is 
sufficient to cover the 
full range of costs for 
the program.
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higher prekindergarten standards required. A 
North Carolina center director reported that 
the majority of centers in her community 
dropped out of the prekindergarten program 
because the amount of funding was inadequate.

In some states, centers are able to negotiate 
their funding level somewhat, although this 
option is not available in all cases and there is 
typically a cap on the maximum amount they 
can receive. The negotiation of the funding 
level may be done by each individual center 
or may be district-wide. For example, in 
Wisconsin—where prekindergarten funding 
is distributed as part of the school aid formula 
to school districts, which decide whether to 
subcontract with centers or other providers 
for prekindergarten—each school district 

works with and other 
community agencies 
offering prekinder-
garten to determine 
a reimbursement 
amount. That standard 
amount is then used 
across the district for 
all non-school-based 
prekindergarten 
programs that hire 
their own teachers. 
(As discussed below, 
in some cases, the 
school district places 
a prekindergarten 
teacher in a center and 
covers the teacher’s 
compensation.) A 
Wisconsin center 
director stated that 
when the leadership 

of the school district is supportive of early 
childhood programs and aware of the level 
of funding that is needed to support a good-
quality program, the amount negotiated is 
typically more generous.   

It is important not only for the initial funding 
to be adequate, but also that it keep pace 
with increasing costs for salaries and other 
expenses.17 

A center director in the Bronx reported •	
that the funding level for the prekinder-
garten program had not increased in nine 
years—it remained frozen at $3,322 per 
child for the two-and-a-half hour program 
for all providers. 

 A Michigan center director reported •	
that funding in that state had remained 
at $3,300 per child for five years. At one 
point, the Michigan state senate proposed a 
small increase that would have been limited 
to school-based programs. In 2007, the 
state raised funding for all prekindergarten 
providers, but only by $100 per child.18 

Expenses to Meet the Expectations of  
State Prekindergarten Initiatives

Some directors report that the prekindergarten 
funding is not sufficient even to cover the core 
program expenses. An upstate New York center 
director said the state funding only covers the 
teacher’s salary and not other expenses, such 
as ongoing costs for supplies and equipment. 
In contrast, schools in her district operating 
prekindergarten programs receive funding to 
cover these types of expenses.

In some instances, a school district hires a 
prekindergarten teacher who is placed in a 
center, and the district covers the teacher’s 
compensation, but no, or only minimal, 
additional costs for other core expenses. For 
example, one Wisconsin center offering the 
prekindergarten program that has a teacher 
placed by the district receives a “user’s fee” 
of $60 per semester per child to offset other 
expenses such as facilities costs. In contrast, 
other Wisconsin school districts that place 
teachers in centers reimburse the centers for all 
of their costs, including overhead.

In addition, state prekindergarten initiatives 
often require prekindergarten providers to 
offer new supports and services for children 
and families. For example, a center may have 
to provide extra support to address the needs 
of the low-income and at-risk children and 
families typically targeted by state prekinder-
garten initiatives. Although these supports and 
services increase the centers’ costs, the prekin-
dergarten funding does not always cover the 
increase.  

A New Mexico center director said that •	
providing the many services and activities 
that are required for the state prekinder-
garten initiative involve costs not covered 
by the prekindergarten funding. For 
example, the initiative requires three home 
visits, parent events, two health screenings, 
and portfolios tracking children’s work and 
progress, but the center does not receive 
additional funding for these services.

It is important not 
only for the initial 
funding to be adequate, 
but also that it keep 
pace with increasing 
costs for salaries and 
other expenses.
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A Connecticut center director found that •	
the children in the center’s prekindergarten 
program, which is targeted to low-income 
children, have greater needs and require 
more support services than other children 
at the center. The center does not receive 
extra funding for these services, so it has 
to use its overall operating budget and an 
endowment account it is starting to build 
to help cover the costs.  

Start-Up Costs

Child care centers often have significant 
expenses when they first begin operating a 
prekindergarten program as they must purchase 
new curriculum materials and other supplies, 
fund initial training for teachers and other staff, 
and incur other costs to bring their programs 
into compliance with state prekindergarten 
requirements. For some centers that are not 
well-equipped, start-up expenses may include 
basics such as books. These initial start-up 
costs can be particularly significant and exceed 
the core funding amount. Centers often need 
funding to cover at least part of these start-up 
costs if they are to participate in the prekinder-
garten initiative. 

A few states make start-up funds available as 
part of their prekindergarten initiatives. 

In New Mexico, the state provides •	
one-time start-up grants of up to $15,000 
per classroom on a competitive basis to 
school-based, center-based, and other 
prekindergarten providers. 

Arkansas gives centers $5,000 for each •	
classroom to cover start-up expenses.

In some cases, the availability of start-up funds 
depends on decisions made at the local level. 

In Florida, a local Early Learning Coalition •	
offers mini-grants for prekindergarten 
start-up costs funded through the quality 
set-aside of the federal Child Care and 
Development Block Grant program. 

In Wisconsin, the availability of start-up •	
funding varies significantly across school 
districts. At least two districts provide up to 
$5,000 per classroom to help with start-up 
costs, yet these funds are not available in all 
districts.  

Transportation Costs

While most states do not require prekinder-
garten providers to offer transportation, some 

schools provide it and center directors often 
want to offer it to make their prekindergarten 
programs more accessible to families. Yet, the 
costs, including not only the vehicle and driver 
but also insurance, make it extremely difficult 
for many centers to afford to provide transpor-
tation. Center directors express concern about 
families who are not able to take advantage of 
a prekindergarten program unless they have 
transportation, including families living in rural 
areas and families who cannot afford to provide 
their own transportation. The directors do not 
want to leave out the children who are most 
isolated and most in need of early education 
experiences, especially since in many states 
these are the very children the prekindergarten 
initiative is designed to serve. 

New Mexico makes some funds available •	
for transportation through a separate 
competitive grant program. However, a 
center director reported that it would have 
been easier if the transportation funds were 
wrapped together with the general prekin-
dergarten funding so that she could have 
applied for the funds together, with a single 
application.

A Connecticut center director reported •	
that her center provides transportation to 
children in the prekindergarten program 
whose families are unable to provide their 
own transportation. The director decided 
it is important to provide transportation to 
make her program accessible to families, 
even though it can add as much as $28,000 
to the expense of providing prekinder-
garten and is not covered by the state 
funding. The center, which has been in 
operation for decades and is connected to 
a college, is able to secure the resources it 
needs to cover these costs.  

Help Securing Other Funding 
Sources
When state funding is inadequate or there is 
a match requirement, centers must seek to 
supplement state funding with other funding 
sources to support their programs. Identifying 
and blending various public and private 
resources takes initiative and innovation on the 
part of directors. Centers that are larger or that 
have a connection to an institution, such as a 
hospital or college, may have an easier time 
than smaller, unconnected centers, but in most 
instances centers could use help in securing 
and managing such funding. 
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In North Carolina, centers have the advantage 
of being able to supplement the state prekin-
dergarten funds with resources from the 
state-funded Smart Start initiative, which 
provides $204 million to local communities to 
support early childhood services.19 One center 
director said that Smart Start helps provide 
dental screenings and speech therapy for her 
prekindergarten children, and loans her center 
equipment for the prekindergarten program. 
Training for prekindergarten teachers may 
also be funded through Smart Start. Another 
center director in North Carolina said that 
Smart Start funds literacy facilitators, a nurse, 
a psychologist, speech and language screening, 
and parent activities for her center’s prekinder-
garten program. 

Most states do not have comprehensive early 
childhood initiatives such as Smart Start to 
help centers supplement their state prekinder-
garten funding, but resourceful center directors 
manage to find some other public and private 
funding sources. 

A Michigan center director said that, to •	
compensate for the 
fact that the funding 
level for the prekin-
dergarten program 
had not increased 
in about five years, 
he supplemented 
the funding with 
foundation grants, 
annual fundraising, 
private donations, and 
other sources. The 
director said he had 
two grant applications 
out to foundations for 
help with transpor-
tation costs, and was 
working on a third 
grant request at the 
time of the interview. 
He spends much of his 
time writing grants. 

A New Mexico center director relies on •	
nine other program grants from federal, 
state, and foundation sources to help fund 
her prekindergarten program.

A center director in Illinois is able to •	
turn to community foundations and the 
Illinois Facilities Fund to help support 
facility improvements that she cannot 

pay for with state prekindergarten funds. 
The Illinois Facilities Fund is a statewide 
community development financial insti-
tution supported with private and public 
funding that provides loans and facilities 
development assistance to nonprofit 
organizations.20 

Given the challenges involved in bringing 
together prekindergarten funding with other 
funding streams and allocating costs appropri-
ately, center directors stated that it would be 
extremely helpful to have access to training 
on managing the budget for a prekindergarten 
program and support for fundraising. A few 
states, such as Arkansas, have offered technical 
assistance to help directors with these new 
financial responsibilities.

Combining Prekindergarten and 
Child Care Funding to Provide 
High-Quality, Full-Day Services
Many centers find that neither prekindergarten 
nor child care funding alone is sufficient to 
finance a high-quality program for part of the 
day, much less a full day. However, combining 
state prekindergarten funding with child care 
fees—covered either by private-paying parents 
or publicly funded child care assistance—can 
help centers support a full day of high-quality 
early care and education. 

Child Care Fees

While states generally do not allow centers 
to charge parents for the prekindergarten 
portion of the day,21 centers can charge parents 
employed full time for child care provided 
before and/or after the prekindergarten day. 
In many cases, the hours before and after 
prekindergarten add up to a full day of care. 
For example, a parent may work eight hours a 
day with a long commute, while the prekin-
dergarten program operates only two or three 
hours a day. Depending on a center’s fee 
policies, and what is allowed by state and local 
policy, the parents may pay the same—or nearly 
the same—amount for full-day services that 
include prekindergarten as they would pay for 
full-day care at the center were their children 
not enrolled in prekindergarten.

When parents continue to pay the same 
amount for services that include prekin-
dergarten as they were paying without the 
prekindergarten component, the state prekin-
dergarten funds are a supplement to, rather 
than a substitute for, parent fees. This enables 

Identifying and 
blending various public 
and private resources 
takes initiative and 
innovation on the part 
of directors.
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centers to offer enhanced services—such as 
teachers with higher education credentials and 
specialized training, lower child-teacher ratios, 
additional supplies and curriculum materials, 
and other resources that strengthen quality—
for at least the prekindergarten portion of the 
day, and may allow centers to make quality 
enhancements that affect the entire program 
day. 

A center director in Wisconsin charges the •	
full-day rate if a child is in child care for 
at least six hours a day. Therefore, if a child 
attends the two-and-a-half hour prekin-
dergarten program, but is also in child care 
before and/or after the prekindergarten 
program for a total of at least six hours, the 
parents are charged the full-day rate. Other 
directors in Wisconsin reported similar fee 
policies. One director said this layering of 
prekindergarten funding on top of child 
care fees makes it financially feasible for 
centers to have a prekindergarten teacher 
and a child care teacher for each class of 
eighteen children for the prekindergarten 
portion of the day—a child-teacher ratio 
that goes beyond what is required by state 
prekindergarten standards.  

Child Care Assistance

Low-income parents whose children need child 
care before and after the prekindergarten day 
must rely on child care assistance to meet the 
cost of that care. As with parent fees, centers 
may be able to receive full-day reimbursement 
for care provided for these children for a 
significant number of hours before and after 
the prekindergarten day. 

Although many states allow centers to combine 
prekindergarten and child care funding, 
there are barriers to making it work effec-
tively. For example, even if centers receive 
funding through both sources, low child care 
reimbursement rates, which are determined 
by each state,22 can deprive centers of the 
resources they need to support a high-quality, 
full-day program. 

In Michigan, where child care •	
reimbursement rates have not been 
increased since 1997, the amount the state 
reimburses child care providers falls far 
short of what centers charge to private-
paying parents. One center in Michigan, 
which operates a prekindergarten program 
from 8:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m., charges 
$75 a week if parents need care for their 

children after the prekindergarten day, from 
11:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Yet the state pays 
only $45 a week 
for the same 20 
hours a week of 
care for families 
receiving child 
care assistance. 
If parents need 
full-day care, from 
8:00 a.m. to 8:30 
a.m. before the 
prekindergarten 
day, and from 
11:30 a.m. to 5:30 
p.m. afterwards, the 
state reimburses 
the center only 
$73 a week for 
this many hours of 
care, about half the 
$135 per-week fee 
the center charges 
private-paying 
parents.

Centers also find it challenging to combine 
prekindergarten and child care funds when 
families’ access to child care assistance is 
limited. A number of states are not able to 
serve all families who are eligible and apply for 
assistance and instead place them on waiting 
lists.23 North Carolina, where many counties 
have long waiting lists, has tried to address this 
issue by giving children in the prekindergarten 
program priority for child care assistance. 

Another obstacle to combining prekinder-
garten and child care funds is that families 
often become ineligible for child care assistance 
when a parent loses a job. Illinois has attempted 
to address this situation by granting parents a 
ninety-day grace period during which they 
can continue to receive child care assistance 
after losing a job. This policy can make it easier 
for parents to keep their children in a full-day 
program combining prekindergarten and child 
care. A parent can look for a new job without 
having to worry about how to afford the child 
care portion of the day, and the child does not 
have to be taken out of the program. However, 
center directors note that this policy is limited 
in the extent to which it can affect parents’ 
decisions. Several directors said that, despite a 
state’s grace period, parents still often take their 
children out of the entire program when they 
stop working. 

Combining state 
prekindergarten 
funding with child care 
fees can help centers 
support a full day of 
high-quality early care 
and education.
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Combining Two Half-Day Prekindergarten 
Slots for Full-Day Prekindergarten 
Programs

Some centers opt to combine two half-day 
prekindergarten slots to provide one full-day 
prekindergarten slot (so that rather than 
serving two children, each for a half day, they 
serve one child for a full day), if permitted by 
the state or school district. This approach helps 
centers serve low-income children with parents 
in the workforce who cannot take advantage of 
prekindergarten unless it is offered as a full-day 
program and cannot afford to pay a fee or 
obtain child care assistance. 

In Michigan, the state initially allowed •	
only school-based programs—and not 
child care centers or other community-
based providers—to combine two half-day 
prekindergarten slots to provide one 
full-day slot. One center director reported 
that she had to return funding because she 
did not have enough families who wanted 
a half-day program. Eventually, the state 
revised its policy to allow all programs to 
combine half-day slots to make up a full 
day of prekindergarten.

Qualifications and 
Compensation for Teachers, 
Directors, and Other Staff

Recruiting and retaining qualified teachers 
who are a good fit with their centers is 

one of the greatest challenges center directors 
face in providing prekindergarten. State 
prekindergarten programs often require higher 
education credentials for teachers—such as 
a bachelor’s degree in early education—than 
are required for child care centers under state 
child care licensing regulations. Twenty-six state 
prekindergarten initiatives require teachers to 
have a bachelor’s degree, including twenty-one 
initiatives that require a bachelor’s degree in 
early education.24 Center directors stress the 
importance of having the resources to provide 
salaries and benefits sufficient to attract teachers 
with these required credentials. They also 
emphasize the need to give special attention to 
blending new prekindergarten teachers with 
the rest of their staff.  

Centers meet teacher credential requirements 
in one of three ways, depending on what is 
permitted or encouraged by state and local 
policies and the circumstances of each center: 

Hiring teachers who already have the •	
required degree 

Helping existing staff receive the additional •	
education they need to obtain the required 
credentials, or

Having the public schools place degreed •	
teachers in their centers. 

Each of the three approaches can present 
challenges. Centers use various strategies to 
address these challenges and ensure not only 
that prekindergarten teachers have the appro-
priate credentials but also that they develop 
good working relationships with other teachers, 
the director, and other staff. 

Recruiting and Retaining Qualified 
Teachers
Some center directors report that they have 
teachers working for them who meet the state 
credentialing requirements for prekindergarten 
or that they are able to easily recruit new 
teachers with the required credentials without 
any problem. A number of center directors, 
however, find it difficult to attract and retain 
qualified prekindergarten teachers because 
they do not have the resources to match the 
salaries and benefits—particularly health and 
retirement benefits—offered by the public 
schools.   

A few states, such as New Jersey and North 
Carolina, require relatively generous compen-
sation for prekindergarten teachers in all 
settings, including centers. 

In accordance with a court decree,•	 25 New 
Jersey requires centers to pay teachers 
based on the public school salary schedule26 

and provides generous funding to meet 
this mandate. While New Jersey also 
requires centers to pay teachers benefits, 
the state does not require that the benefits 
be comparable to those for public school 
teachers. In addition, a center’s average 
spending on benefits per teacher cannot 
exceed the average spending on benefits 
offered by schools. Because a center does 
not have the large employee pool that 
schools have, it is hard for a center to offer 
the same benefits as the schools even by 
spending the same amount. 

North Carolina sets a target compensation •	
package for teachers in non-public school 
prekindergarten programs, based on the 
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public school salary schedule for teachers, 
a retirement benefit equal to 3 percent of 
annual salary, and a health benefit at the 
North Carolina State Health Plan rate.27 
The state requires centers to move to the 
target compensation level over the course 
of five years. Centers are not required to 
offer all three components of the compen-
sation package (a salary, retirement benefit, 
and health benefit), as long as the total 
value of the compensation is equivalent 
to the value of the target package. Several 
center directors report that it has been 
difficult to meet the compensation targets 
and have had to combine prekindergarten 
funding with other state and local sources 
for sufficient funding.  

In states that do not require or provide the 
resources needed for centers to match schools’ 
compensation packages, center directors often 
have a difficult time finding and keeping staff.

A center director in upstate New York •	
is only able to pay her prekindergarten 
teachers an annual salary of $25,000, while 
the school district can pay its prekinder-
garten teachers $35,000 a year.

In Evanston, Illinois, all of the community-•	
based providers operating state prekinder-
garten programs are able to offer health 
care and sick leave benefits, but they 
cannot afford retirement benefits. As a 
result, centers often lose teachers to the 
school district, which offers all of these 
benefits.

A center director in Peoria, Illinois said •	
that the center’s inability to offer adequate 
retirement benefits is a barrier to hiring 
qualified staff. The center has a 401(k)-type 
plan that gives teachers an opportunity 
to make their own contributions toward 
retirement, but the center does not make 
any contribution.

A director of another center in Illinois said •	
that teachers who work year-round at her 
center are not paid more than teachers 
at schools who do not work the summer 
months. The director said it is “not always 
the easiest to retain staff.”

A center in Wisconsin is able to offer •	
retirement benefits to teachers, but not 
health insurance. The center director said 
that while she can recruit teachers, it is 
hard to keep them. Teachers often use her 

center as a “stepping stone”—they get 
teaching experience at her center, and then 
move onto jobs in the school system. 

Some centers are able to offer relatively 
generous salaries and benefits, and success-
fully recruit and retain teachers, even when 
the state does not provide sufficient resources 
for teacher compensation. Yet, this is generally 
only feasible for those centers that start off in a 
strong financial position. 

A center in Wisconsin is able to offer •	
teachers wages comparable to those offered 
by the school 
district, as well 
as health and 
dental insurance, a 
401(k)-type plan 
with matching 
contributions, 
and a flexible 
spending account 
that provides 
$300 a year to 
each employee for 
medical copay-
ments, prescription 
medications, and 
other health care 
expenses. One 
reason the center 
is able to offer 
these benefits is its 
large size—it has 
multiple sites and 
has the licensed capacity for 600 children 
ages six weeks to twelve years. The center 
director said that improvements in the 
benefit structure have made it easier in 
recent years to recruit and retain teachers. 
The center has a teacher retention rate of 
approximately 90 percent. 

In Michigan, a center located in an •	
intermediate school district28 facility is 
permitted to participate in the district’s 
retirement system. This retirement benefit, 
combined with the center’s positive work 
environment, helps the center retain staff, 
according to the center director. He said 
all of his staff but one have been with his 
program for at least six years, even though 
lead teachers in the program are paid less 
than those in the public schools. 

Some other centers are able to attract teachers 
who see advantages in working in centers, even 

In states that do not 
require or provide 
the resources needed 
for centers to match 
schools’ compensation 
packages, center 
directors often have a 
difficult time finding 
and keeping staff.
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if their compensation is not comparable to 
what they might be able to receive in a school. 
For example, a center director in Michigan 
pointed to the positive work environment as a 
draw, saying that teachers stay with her center 
because they feel “privileged” to be in her 
“special program,” even though she cannot 
offer the same compensation as the schools. 
A New Mexico center was able to recruit 
a new teacher with a master’s degree who 
had been working in the public schools and 
wanted to be in a center-based setting. Yet, not 
all centers are as fortunate. Center directors 
cannot always count on intangible features of 
their work environment to attract teachers, and 
instead want concrete policies and resources 
that support their efforts to recruit and retain 
teachers.

Helping Teachers Obtain 
Credentials
Some centers are able to keep existing teachers 
for their prekindergarten program by helping 
them obtain the required credential, such as 
a bachelor’s degree and/or certification in 
early education. This approach allows centers 

to have continuity 
in their staff, and 
can provide career 
advancement oppor-
tunities for current 
staff. It also addresses 
the gap between the 
growing demand for 
qualified teachers 
as prekindergarten 
initiatives expand and 
the current supply of 
teachers with degrees 
in early childhood 
education. However, 
this strategy is most 
feasible when there 
is a phase-in period 
for teacher credential 
requirements, giving 
teachers time to 
take the necessary 
coursework toward 

their degrees. In addition, center directors find 
it helpful to have access to resources—either 
through the prekindergarten program or 
through a separate funding stream—to support 
partial scholarships for the teachers as well as 
substitutes to cover some hours for teachers 
working toward their degrees. 

States that provide these types of support 
for teachers may do it under the umbrella 
of the T.E.A.C.H. (Teacher Education and 
Compensation Helps) Early Childhood® 
Project.29  T.E.A.C.H. helps child care providers 
receive additional education by providing 
scholarships that typically cover at least a 
portion of the costs for tuition, fees, and 
books and that often offer paid release time 
and a travel stipend. Child care providers who 
complete the educational requirements receive 
increased compensation in the form of a bonus 
or a raise, with the cost shared by the state 
and sponsoring center. They must commit to 
staying with their child care program or the 
early childhood field for six months to a year. 

In North Carolina, many centers help •	
their teachers meet the prekindergarten 
credential requirements using  T.E.A.C.H., 
which is supported with Child Care and 
Development Block Grant funds, state 
funds, and private foundation dollars.

New Mexico requires centers and other •	
private providers operating state prekin-
dergarten programs to budget for one 
staff member to meet the prekinder-
garten credential requirements through 
T.E.A.C.H. for every eight prekindergarten 
slots. The center and the state share the 
costs of  T.E.A.C.H. 

Many center directors and local communities 
with prekindergarten programs work with 
higher education institutions or take other 
steps to support their teachers’ efforts to earn 
their degrees in order to meet the programs’ 
teacher credential requirements.

A center in New York City collaborates •	
with Bank Street College, Mercy College, 
New York University, and City University 
of New York to offer training, education, 
and mentoring opportunities using federal, 
state, and foundation funding as well as 
funds set aside by the center to support 
teacher training and education. For 
example, City University of New York 
provides review classes on different areas of 
the teacher’s certification exam supported 
by funding from the state Educational 
Incentive Program. Mercy College offers 
a flexible schedule for teachers who are 
working to complete their bachelor’s 
degrees and accepts direct payment from 
the center for the teachers’ tuition.

Some centers are 
able to keep existing 
teachers for their 
prekindergarten 
program by helping 
them obtain the 
required credential, 
allowing the centers to 
have continuity in their 
staff, and providing 
career advancement 
opportunities.
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A center director in New Mexico works •	
to accommodate teachers’ schedules so 
that they can take classes toward their 
degrees. The center pays teachers for their 
time while attending classes, and gives 
them salary increases when they complete 
their courses. The center is also opening 
a conference room for classes that will 
be taught by staff from the community 
college. This approach allows prekinder-
garten teachers to take classes in a familiar 
environment where they can become 
more confident about going to school. 
In addition, the director arranged to have 
computers donated for teachers to use at 
the center. She thinks that education is 
having a positive impact on her teachers—
for example, they are giving greater 
attention to planning their curriculum. 

A center director in North Carolina had •	
two teachers working on getting their 
birth through kindergarten (B-K) certi-
fication, with the support of  T.E.A.C.H. 
and the center. The teachers are given 
opportunities to study during children’s 
naptime and are able to use computers 
available throughout the center for their 
coursework.

In one Wisconsin district, a professional •	
development opportunity committee 
got an agreement with the community 
colleges and a university to offer courses 
for a minimal charge at locations in the 
community convenient for child care 
teachers. Seventy teachers attended the first 
class.  

Some other center directors have been part 
of efforts to develop articulation agreements 
between colleges and universities allowing 
students to count previous coursework or a 
two-year degree program in early childhood 
toward a four-year degree. 

One issue that several center directors face 
when they have teachers working toward their 
credentials is that some states prohibit teachers 
from fulfilling their practicum requirements 
at a child care center. Instead, they have to 
complete their student teaching at a school 
with a credentialed teacher as a mentor, which 
means the centers have to find someone else 
to fill in for the teacher during that time. The 
directors want an approach that allows teachers 
to fulfill their student teaching with a creden-

tialed teacher as a mentor while working at the 
center, thereby minimizing disruption.

Placing Public School Teachers in 
Child Care Centers
In several states and communities, teachers 
for center-based prekindergarten programs 
are hired and placed in the programs by the 
school district. The teacher, as an employee of 
the school district, receives salary and compen-
sation from the district. This approach gives 
the teacher the compensation package offered 
by the school district, which is typically much 
more generous than what centers are able to 
offer. 

Center directors think that this approach is 
much more successful if the director has input 
into the hiring and firing process. In some 
states and districts, directors are not allowed 
to decide who works in their programs, and 
have no recourse if they are not satisfied with 
a teacher’s performance. In addition, they do 
not always have authority over the teachers in 
other ways. For example, a director in Illinois 
said that when the school district was closed 
for a snow day, she kept her center open, but 
the school did not send its teacher. 

A center director in New York who is not able 
to hire her own teachers had an even more 
difficult experience. One of her classrooms 
had three different teachers over three years. 
In contrast, the teacher’s assistant hired by the 
center stayed with the center during that entire 
period.

To help improve the teacher placement process, 
one Tennessee district brings center directors 
together at local advisory council meetings and 
allows them the opportunity to give recom-
mendations on teachers. These recommenda-
tions are usually followed in making staffing 
decisions. This approach improves the chances 
that the teachers will be a good match for the 
center in which they are placed.

Relationships Between 
Prekindergarten Teachers and 
Other Center Teachers
Navigating the relationships between the 
degreed teachers who teach the prekinder-
garten classes and other teachers at the child 
care center requires time and care. Tensions 
between teachers can result from the discrep-
ancies in pay, experience, and education level. 
Existing center staff sometimes have more 
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experience teaching young children, while 
new prekindergarten teachers often have more 
education and receive higher pay. Many centers 
are able to work through these issues to help 
teachers form good relationships and recognize 
what they can learn from one another. 
Ultimately, all teachers can benefit from their 
interaction. For example, teachers who have 
less experience in a prekindergarten classroom 
can learn from child care teachers about 
additional strategies for working with young 
children, and teachers who have degrees can 
demonstrate the teaching strategies they have 
learned and inspire teachers without degrees to 
go back to school, thereby raising the bar for 
all staff in the center.

A center director in Arkansas said that her 
existing staff has “perked up” as a result of the 
prekindergarten program, which requires that 
teachers have a prekindergarten-fourth grade 
(P-4) license. Four of the center’s staff are going 
back to school for their degrees, which the 
center helps support with private donations.

A center director in Wisconsin said that having 
the prekindergarten teachers in her program 
helps her child care teachers because the child 
care teachers have time available for curriculum 
planning, individual assessments of children, 
and training while the prekindergarten teachers 
lead their classes. These activities have a positive 
impact on the quality of their teaching.

Director Qualifications
While many states require prekindergarten 
teachers to have bachelor’s degrees or teacher 
certification, they do not always address 
requirements for center directors. As a result, 
teachers sometimes have more advanced 
credentials than the directors for whom they 
work. Directors expressed interest in opportu-
nities for education and training, particularly 
on budgeting and administering a prekinder-
garten program. Moreover, some states require 
directors of prekindergarten programs to have 
a four-year degree. However, directors, like 
teachers, often need financial and other support 
to help them pursue additional education.

North Carolina requires the owner or 
director of a prekindergarten program to 
have a four-year degree or to be working 
toward it in order to operate a prekinder-
garten program. One center director in North 
Carolina who had a two-year degree has gone 
back to school to get her four-year degree in 

business administration with a concentration 
in psychology in the workplace. She attends at 
night and on Saturdays and takes some on-line 
courses. Although she has to pay the tuition 
herself, the director supports the requirement 
because she thinks directors cannot expect 
their teachers to meet requirements that they 
do not meet themselves. 

Relationship with School 
Districts 

Close coordination between school 
districts and centers is essential for 

ensuring that resources are used effectively to 
meet the needs of children and families. Some 
center directors described the ways in which 
collaborative relationships with their school 
districts help their programs and the children 
and families they serve. The relationships are 
most productive when there is mutual respect 
and both sides have input into decisions about 
the prekindergarten program.

A center director in Wisconsin has a “great 
relationship” with her school district. She said 
her center leans on the district for assistance 
with special education, training, and other 
areas. For example, district staff come to the 
center to provide training in the evenings 
and Saturdays. When the program began, the 
district also provided funding to purchase 
numerous materials for the center. In addition, 
the district sets up monthly meetings for 
early childhood providers; every other month, 
these meetings involve a broader range of 
participants including representatives of the 
local parks and recreation department and the 
county library.

A center director from another school district 
in Wisconsin said that the district is cooper-
ative, but is still learning about how the child 
care industry is organized. For example, the 
district has planning meetings in the middle of 
the day when her staff are working, and unlike 
the schools, the center does not have a pool of 
substitutes available to fill in so that the staff 
can attend the meetings. 

Similarly, in West Virginia, center directors are 
often unable to participate in team meetings 
at the county level because these meetings are 
held in the middle of the day. The directors 
generally do not have extra administrative staff 
to cover for them. 
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The relationship between a center and a 
school district affects how they work together 
in addressing a number of important issues, 
including:

Allocating prekindergarten slots among •	
schools, centers, and other providers

Enrolling children to fill prekindergarten •	
slots

Providing ongoing teacher training•	

Serving children with special needs•	

Helping children make the transition to •	
kindergarten

Ensuring that all school and center staff •	
responsible for administering and imple-
menting the prekindergarten program 
understand the importance of both prekin-
dergarten and child care.

Allocating Slots
Center directors have varying degrees of 
control over the slots they are allocated each 
year. In some school districts, the center 
indicates the number of prekindergarten slots 
it can take based on its capacity and generally 
can rely on receiving funding—either directly 
from the state or through the district—for that 
number of slots. In other cases, the district 
determines the number of slots allocated to 
outside providers based on its own needs and 
capacity. Schools often get first priority for 
slots, and centers are left to meet whatever 
needs the schools cannot fill themselves. Some 
centers experience a significant change in the 
slot allotment from one year to the next, due to 
a district’s decision to offer more slots itself or 
because of circumstances beyond the control of 
the district, such as state funding cuts. If there 
is a change in the number of slots allotted to a 
center, directors at least want sufficient advance 
notice so that they have time to notify parents 
who have already signed their children up for 
the center’s program, find alternative arrange-
ments for the parents, and fill the center’s 
classrooms either with children of private-
paying parents or children subsidized through 
other sources. 

One center in Arizona experienced a •	
drastic cutback in the number of prekin-
dergarten slots allotted to it after the 
district reduced overall early childhood 
funding. In previous years, the center 
had been allocated twenty to thirty 

prekindergarten slots, but then for the 
2006-2007 program year, without any 
warning, the center received only one slot. 
The center had parents who had already 
applied for the prekindergarten program 
and were counting on it. The parents who 
were eligible for child care subsidies could 
turn to that as an alternative, but many 
of the parents who were eligible for the 
prekindergarten program were not eligible 
for the child care subsidy program, which 
required parents to be working and had 
stricter income-eligibility criteria than 
the prekindergarten program. The loss of 
prekindergarten funding, an important 
component of the center’s budget, also 
meant the center was not able to give pay 
raises to staff. 

Regardless of who determines the number of 
slots allocated, center directors greatly appre-
ciate it when there is stability and predict-
ability from one year 
to the next so that 
they can plan their 
programming and 
budgets. 

Enrolling 
Children
The enrollment 
process—which 
includes determining 
who is eligible for 
the prekindergarten 
slots allotted to 
each provider and 
where each eligible 
child will attend 
prekindergarten—is 
another area in which 
collaboration between 
schools and centers is 
essential for balancing 
multiple goals. These goals include ensuring 
parents have an opportunity to consider the 
full range of available alternatives for their 
children’s prekindergarten, making the process 
simple and straightforward for parents, giving 
each of the different prekindergarten providers 
some input, and minimizing providers’ 
administrative burdens. 

States and local communities take different 
approaches to the enrollment process. In some 
cases, there is a centralized process in each 
district for screening children to determine 

Close coordination 
between school districts 
and centers is essential 
for ensuring that 
resources are used 
effectively to meet the 
needs of children and 
families.
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their eligibility and enroll them in prekinder-
garten. For example, in Florida, there is a single 
point of entry. Parents can go to one location 
to enroll their children in the prekindergarten 
program, and then choose among approved 
prekindergarten providers with available slots. 
In other states, the process is decentralized and 
there may be one or more points of entry. For 
example, in Wisconsin, parents in most school 
districts must fill out paperwork at the school, 
and then must fill out separate paperwork if 
they want their children to attend the prekin-
dergarten program at a center. 

Centralized and decentralized enrollment 
processes each have advantages and disadvan-
tages. A centralized process can make it simpler 
for parents and enable them to avoid additional 
paperwork. However, it is important that even 
if parents enroll at a single location, they are 

made aware of the 
multiple locations 
where their children 
can attend prekinder-
garten. A decentralized 
process can be more 
convenient for some 
parents. For example, 
if a parent already 
has a child enrolled 
at a child care center 
where the child will 
be able to attend 
prekindergarten when 
reaching age four, it 
may be easier to fill 
out the paperwork 
at the center rather 
than having to go to a 
separate site. However, 
to ensure that a decen-
tralized process is not 

more cumbersome for parents and providers, 
it is essential for schools, child care centers, 
and prekindergarten providers to work closely 
together and share information.     

When centers collaborate with school districts 
as well as other early childhood programs, it 
can help maximize the use of prekindergarten 
slots and ensure families are able to consider 
their options and determine which option best 
meets their needs. For example, a center in 
Michigan works with the two school districts 
in the county receiving state prekindergarten 
funding to ensure that parents know about the 
various prekindergarten settings available to 

them. The center conducts its own eligibility 
determination using a questionnaire required 
by the state, which allows centers to handle 
intake themselves. The questionnaire is used to 
determine whether children have a sufficient 
number of risk factors to meet the criteria 
to qualify for the prekindergarten program. 
When the center has a waiting list and cannot 
serve additional families, it refers them to other 
prekindergarten programs, including Head 
Start if their incomes are low enough to qualify. 

In some cases, staff responsible for enrolling 
children need time and information to become 
more knowledgeable about the availability of 
different types of prekindergarten providers so 
that they are able to let parents know about 
the full range of options. For example, in one 
district in Illinois, the referral staff work for the 
schools and initially did not understand that 
the child care centers were offering the same 
prekindergarten program as offered by the 
schools. A center director said that the referral 
staff were starting to understanding this better. 

Enrolling children in the prekindergarten 
program may also involve educating parents 
about the program and its benefits—a process 
that can take time. A center director in Peoria, 
Illinois said that at first most parents did not 
understand how prekindergarten worked and 
that the program the center offered would be 
the same as that offered at the school. Parents 
chose to enroll their children at the center 
because they were looking for child care, not 
because they were looking for prekinder-
garten. Some parents who knew about Illinois’ 
prekindergarten program, which is targeted at 
children with risk factors, often initially did 
not want their children to participate because 
they thought their children would be labeled as 
“at risk,” which they equated with a learning 
disability. The director had to make the case 
that it was not a program for “at risk” children, 
but an “enhanced” program. By the end of the 
first year, a father was so eager to have his child 
participate in the program that he was asking 
how his child could qualify as “at risk.” 

Sometimes, it is helpful not only to have 
collaboration within school districts, but also 
among school districts so that centers serving 
children from multiple districts do not have to 
adapt to multiple sets of enrollment policies 
and procedures and so that districts can learn 
from each other about which processes work 
best. In Connecticut, a center that subcontracts 
with two districts deals with two very different 

When centers 
collaborate with school 
districts and other early 
childhood programs, it 
can help maximize the 
use of prekindergarten 
slots and ensure 
families are able to 
consider their options 
and determine which 
option best meets their 
needs.
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enrollment processes. One district identifies 
children eligible to participate in the prekin-
dergarten program, conducts the home visit, 
gathers information about the family, and passes 
on the information to the center, and then the 
center takes as many children as it can. The 
other district leaves it up to the center to fill its 
slots by word of mouth or other means. 

Providing Ongoing Teacher 
Training
Most states require prekindergarten teachers 
to receive annual training to learn about the 
latest research and keep their skills up to date. 
In a number of states and communities, schools 
and centers work together to make ongoing 
training available to teachers to help them 
meet these requirements. Some schools provide 
training that is available to prekindergarten 
teachers from all settings, including centers. The 
training may be supported with school district 
or state funds and provided to all participating 
teachers free of charge, or centers and other 
providers may cover the costs of training their 
teachers. 

Center directors appreciate it when schools 
open up training to all prekindergarten 
teachers, including those in schools, child care 
centers, and other settings. Directors also find 
that training is much more accessible for their 
teachers when school districts hold sessions 
during evenings or weekends when their 
centers are closed or when the school districts 
provide substitute teachers for sessions held 
during the weekdays.  

An Arizona center subcontracts with a •	
school district that works to accommodate 
the needs of the center. The center director 
said that the district contacts his program 
about when it would be convenient to 
offer training so that his staff can attend. 

Peoria, Illinois provides funding for substi-•	
tutes so teachers from centers can attend 
training. 

A center director from another community •	
in Illinois said training is offered during 
evenings and weekends. The director pays 
her teachers time and a half while they are 
attending training classes.

Some school districts open their training not 
only to prekindergarten teachers in centers 
and other settings, but also to all teachers in 
centers offering prekindergarten, including 

teachers in infant or toddler classrooms. School 
districts can be even more inclusive, opening 
up training to all early care and education 
teachers in the community, including teachers 
in child care centers, Head Start programs, 
and other early childhood programs that do 
not receive state prekindergarten funds. In 
a few cases, training is open to the entire 
community, including parents. The training 
for teachers who are not participating in the 
prekindergarten program may be supported by 
funds other than the prekindergarten program, 
or it may be covered by the prekindergarten 
program when having additional teachers 
attend a training adds minimal if any extra 
costs.

A center director in Wisconsin said that her 
school district allows all teachers, including 
both prekindergarten and other staff, to attend 
district training sessions.

However, in Arizona, one center director 
reported that her school district offers training 
sessions that are only open to teachers from 
her center who are teaching the state-funded 
prekindergarten classes, and not to other 
teachers at the center. This policy meant that 
when the number of prekindergarten slots 
allocated to the center suddenly dropped from 
twenty or thirty to just one, it affected the 
ability of her teachers to participate in the 
training, since most no longer had prekinder-
garten children in their classes.

Serving Children with Special 
Needs
Schools and centers often coordinate to serve 
children with special needs and provide them 
with supplemental services with minimal 
disruption. In some school districts, children 
with special needs primarily attend prekin-
dergarten at school sites. However, in many 
districts, children with special needs can also 
attend prekindergarten at child care center 
sites. In some of the latter cases, the additional 
services the children need—such as speech 
therapy, physical therapy, or other services—
are provided at the center. The therapists and 
other specialists may visit the center during 
the day to provide the services so the children 
can stay at one location. To make this a feasible 
alternative, there must be sufficient specialists 
available to travel to locations outside the 
schools.  
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In Clinton County, Michigan, a center director 
coordinates his prekindergarten program with 
a special education program that is operated 
by the intermediate school district and with a 
Head Start program, both located in the same 
building as his prekindergarten program. Two 
days a week children from the prekindergarten 
program, Head Start, and special education 
program are brought together. In the first year 
after Head Start moved into the building, it 
did not participate in these sessions, but once it 
was clear how well this initiative was working, 
Head Start joined the effort. The prekinder-
garten program also has some children with 
mild disabilities and minor delays who are 
in the class and who receive services from 
therapists who come into the prekindergarten 
classroom. The center director thinks that 
previous collaborative work on a parenting 
education program laid the groundwork for 
the current collaboration between the center 
and the intermediate school district in serving 
prekindergarten children with special needs. 

For some centers, ensuring children with 
special needs receive supplementary services 
while minimizing disruption can be more 
complicated. A center in Connecticut is outside 
of the boundaries of one school district with 
which it contracts, so the district will not 

transport children 
with special needs 
from the location 
where they receive 
additional services to 
the center. In one case, 
the center was able to 
provide the additional 
services for a child 
with special needs, 
with the support from 
the school district, 
which evaluated the 
child, provided consul-
tation, and developed 
a list of strategies to 
give to the center. 
This enabled the 
child to remain at 
the center for the 
whole day. Another 
district with which 
the center contracts 

has its own site for delivering special needs 
services. Children typically leave the center for 
part of each day to receive their supplementary 
services at the separate site, but speech and 

language specialists sometimes come to the 
center if multiple children at the center need 
services.

Close coordination between schools and 
centers is essential to ensure that children 
with special needs are able to participate in 
prekindergarten in the setting that works 
best for them and their families and that they 
receive all of the supplementary services they 
need—ideally by delivering the supplementary 
services at the center site, or, if that is not 
feasible, by providing transportation between 
the center and the site where the child receives 
the services. 

Helping Children’s Transition to 
Kindergarten
Some center directors find that collabo-
ration with schools is useful in coordinating 
activities to help children make the transition 
from prekindergarten to kindergarten. These 
activities, such as visits by prekindergarten 
children to the schools they plan to attend and 
meetings between prekindergarten and kinder-
garten teachers, are designed to enable children 
to have continuity from their prekindergarten 
program into kindergarten and to help kinder-
garten teachers build on the progress children 
have made prior to kindergarten. The activities 
help children feel more comfortable entering 
kindergarten and help teachers gain an under-
standing of each child’s strengths and the 
areas where each child might need additional 
support.  

Some center directors report that it is useful 
when their prekindergarten teachers prepare 
portfolios of children’s work for children 
and their families to show their kindergarten 
teachers. The portfolios are intended to give 
the kindergarten teachers a better under-
standing of the children’s skills and interests at 
the beginning of the school year. 

Other communities have additional strategies 
to address the transition to kindergarten that 
center directors think are valuable.

In Evanston, Illinois, the school district •	
sends out a locally developed Kindergarten 
Readiness Inventory to all early childhood 
programs. Prekindergarten teachers and 
parents fill it out on a voluntary basis. With 
the parent’s permission, the completed 
inventory is given to the child’s kinder-
garten teacher so that the teacher is 
informed about the child’s development. 

Close coordination 
between schools and 
centers is essential to 
ensure that children 
with special needs are 
able to participate in 
prekindergarten in 
the setting that works 
best for them and 
their families and that 
they receive all of the 
supplementary services 
they need.
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A Connecticut center works with a School •	
Readiness Council that organizes an annual 
kindergarten transition meeting for all 
center teachers and kindergarten teachers. 
The council also offers a transition meeting 
for all families in the town to answer their 
questions. In addition, the center organizes 
its own kindergarten meeting for families 
with a panel that includes kindergarten 
teachers, parents, and principals.

In New York, a center director said •	
her school district had a meeting with 
principals and directors in which they 
talked about their philosophies on early 
education. Kindergarten and prekinder-
garten teachers also visit each other’s 
programs.

For centers serving children from multiple 
districts, the task of coordinating transition 
activities can be particularly complicated. 
Many centers are still working to overcome 
the logistical challenges involved in working 
with several different districts to address the 
transition to kindergarten.

Ensuring Partners Understand the 
Importance of  Prekindergarten and 
Child Care 
Center directors find that it strengthens the 
collaboration when all partners are well-
informed about the importance of early 
childhood education, what a high-quality 
prekindergarten program should look like, 
how prekindergarten is distinct from kinder-
garten and the early elementary grades, and the 
diverse settings that are capable of providing 
high-quality prekindergarten. They think it is 
particularly helpful when there are opportu-
nities for school superintendents, principals, 
and other key school personnel to learn more 
about the role of centers in the early childhood 
system and for center staff to learn more about 
how schools operate, and for other interactions 
between school district and center representa-
tives that lead to greater mutual understanding. 

Center directors report that in some cases, 
it is useful, as a starting point, to take school 
administrators to visit a few child care centers 
to help them recognize that high-quality 
centers can provide a learning environment. A 
few states have more extensive strategies. These 
activities not only help school administrators 
gain an appreciation of the role centers play in 
the early education system, but also help center 

staff gain a better understanding of the schools’ 
perspective. 

Illinois sponsored a conference for school •	
principals on curriculum, early learning 
standards, and services for children birth to 
age three. 

In New Mexico, •	
school principals 
participated in a 
conference for 
all sites offering 
state-funded 
prekindergarten. 
The conference 
was funded by the 
state prekinder-
garten initiative 
and organized by 
the New Mexico 
Association for 
the Education of 
Young Children.

Wisconsin supports •	
training on early 
learning standards 
as well as regional 
coaches that consult with schools on 
prekindergarten and encourage them to 
involve child care providers.

Exchanges of information between schools 
and centers sometimes affect not only the 
prekindergarten program, but kindergarten 
and elementary school as well. For example, 
in Illinois, one center director noted that an 
increasing number of kindergarten classrooms, 
copying a developmentally appropriate practice 
seen in early childhood programs, are using 
learning centers—separate areas in a classroom 
where children can do different activities that 
allow them to explore and learn. 

Curriculum, Assessment, and 
Other Programming Issues

As previously described, state prekin-
dergarten policies that require centers 

to adopt a well-designed curriculum30 and 
assessment can help ensure a high-quality 
learning experience for children. Many center 
directors find state requirements addressing 
curriculum and assessment helpful in giving 
them guidance, yet flexible enough that they 
can choose a curriculum and assessment 

Center directors 
report that it can be 
useful to take school 
administrators to visit 
a few child care centers 
to help them recognize 
that high-quality 
centers can provide a 
learning environment. 
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that best fits with their center’s approach. 
Directors are most supportive of curriculum 
and assessment options that can be adapted for 
a diverse group of children and that can be 
blended with other curricula and assessments 
that some centers offer to align with require-
ments for other programs, such as Head Start. 
Some directors are able to use the prekinder-
garten curriculum throughout the day, rather 
than only the prekindergarten portion of the 
day, an approach that offers children continuity 
and consistency. 

Centers are able to implement most effectively 
the curriculum and assessment when they 
have funding for related training and materials. 
Oversight and monitoring to ensure appro-
priate implementation is essential as well.  

Considering the Appropriateness 
of  a Curriculum
Many center directors are content, or at least 
accepting of, the required prekindergarten 
curriculum because they think that the 
curriculum is appropriate or they are given 
sufficient options to select an appropriate 
curriculum. Some think that they are allowed 
enough leeway so that the curriculum they use 
for their prekindergarten program is the same, 
or similar to, a curriculum they had already 
been using. Other directors appreciate that 
the prekindergarten program requires them 
to take a more deliberate approach with their 
curriculum or adopt a stronger curriculum. 

A director in New Mexico, which •	
requires prekindergarten programs to 
select a curriculum from among an array 
of options, thinks the options offered are 
good. The director chose the Creative 
Curriculum, which she had already been 
using along with some elements of the 
High/Scope curriculum. The state requires 
each prekindergarten provider to settle 
on a single curriculum, but the Creative 
Curriculum offers enough flexibility so 
that the center can still use elements of 
other approaches.

In Michigan, too, programs are allowed to •	
choose which curriculum and assessment 
they will use from among several options. 
A Michigan director uses the High/Scope 
curriculum, mixed with some elements of 
the Creative Curriculum. He thinks that 
the curriculum works very well, because it 
is child-centered. His program also uses the 

Child Observation Record (COR), which 
is the assessment aligned with the High/
Scope curriculum.

A center director in Arkansas said that •	
before the prekindergarten program, her 
center was “hit and miss” and did not 
follow any specific curriculum. Once 
the center started participating in the 
prekindergarten program, which requires 
programs to use one of the curricula that 
have been approved by the state, it began 
using the Creative Curriculum.

Some directors believe that certain curricula 
being used for prekindergarten programs are 
not always age-appropriate, do not sufficiently 
encourage child-initiated activities, or are not 
adapted to meet the needs of English language 
learners.

One center director in Wisconsin cited •	
a curriculum created by school district 
teachers for the prekindergarten program 
that is too much like a curriculum for 
five-year-olds, rather than being geared to 
four-year-olds. 

In New Mexico, one center chose not to •	
participate in a national research project 
in which many prekindergarten providers 
were participating because it would have 
required the center to use a curriculum 
that was too heavily focused on teacher-
directed activities, and did not give 
sufficient opportunity for child-initiated 
activities.

The New Mexico center director also •	
gave an example of a curriculum recom-
mended by the state that includes a lesson 
on rhyming where the English words are 
simply translated into Spanish even though 
they do not rhyme in Spanish.

The directors want an opportunity to provide 
input to ensure that they are able to use a 
curriculum that does not have such short-
comings but instead is appropriate for young 
children, geared to the way young children 
learn, and designed to address diverse groups of 
children.

Coordinating the Prekindergarten 
Curriculum with Other Curricula
Centers sometimes must juggle multiple 
curricula because they receive funding from 
additional sources that require different 
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curricula than those required by the prekinder-
garten program. For example, if centers receive 
funding from Head Start, they must use a 
curriculum that also allows them to meet Head 
Start Performance Standards. One center in 
Tennessee running a prekindergarten program 
and a Head Start program also received funding 
through a United Way initiative that required 
a particular curriculum that differed from the 
curricula required by either program. 

To comply with conflicting requirements, 
centers often have to determine how to meet 
multiple, different curriculum requirements at 
the same time, or use different curricula for 
different children or classrooms or portions of 
the day. Flexibility in state and district prekin-
dergarten curriculum requirements can make 
it much easier for centers to comply with both 
prekindergarten requirements and any other 
curriculum requirements to which they are 
subject.

Some centers or communities have demon-
strated ways to adopt an integrated, coordi-
nated approach. 

A Wisconsin school district worked with •	
a center to “mesh” the curriculum the 
center had been using—the Creative 
Curriculum—with the district’s own 
curriculum and benchmarks.

In Peoria, Illinois, all prekindergarten •	
programs, including those operated by 
schools, share curriculum materials and 
collaborate in determining which curricula 
to use.

Some centers must deal with competing 
curriculum requirements because they serve 
children from multiple school districts, each 
of which uses a different prekindergarten 
curriculum. The Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction has taken a step to address 
this situation and encourage greater coordi-
nation across districts by publishing a list of 
what each district uses for its curriculum 
on its website. In other states, early learning 
standards—a set of state guidelines that outline 
what young children can be expected to learn 
and do and what can be done to encourage 
learning—provide a unifying guide to districts 
so that they all adopt, if not exactly the same 
curriculum, curricula that share certain 
common principles and thus are easier for 
programs to coordinate. 

Implementing Assessment 
Requirements
In addition to curriculum requirements, 
many centers are required to use a particular 
assessment—determined at the state level, or 
selected by the district or individual program, 
generally among state-approved options—for 
their prekindergarten 
children. 

Many center directors 
think that the 
assessment require-
ments are reasonable 
and appropriately 
aligned with the 
curriculum. Many 
also think that the 
assessments are used 
in an appropriate 
way—to evaluate 
children’s progress so 
that teachers can learn 
what areas they need 
to work on with each 
individual child, and 
not to rate programs or 
determine funding. A 
Michigan director said 
it is “fun” at the end of the year to compare 
where the children are to where they were at 
the beginning of the year. He does this himself 
because he enjoys seeing how the children are 
progressing.

In some cases in which the center directors 
had objections to the curriculum and/or 
assessment, the state switched to a different 
curriculum or assessment. These changes 
sometimes resulted, in part, from input 
provided by directors.  

In New Mexico, feedback from center •	
directors helped convince the state to 
replace the assessment initially required for 
the prekindergarten program with a new 
assessment that was seen as more develop-
mentally appropriate. A director said she 
thinks that the experience demonstrates 
that the prekindergarten program is in an 
experimental stage in which the state is 
testing various approaches to determine 
what works best and is open to input.

An Arizona center director reported that •	
the state had previously required the 
program to administer a particular test 

Directors want to 
ensure that they are able 
to use a curriculum that  
is appropriate for young 
children, geared to the 
way young children 
learn, and designed to 
address diverse groups 
of children.
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for prekindergarten children he thought 
had not been useful. The state subse-
quently switched to a portfolio system for 
assessment. The school district planned to 
provide the materials and training needed 
to implement this new assessment system. 
The director approves of the portfolio 
system, and in fact, expects to use it for all 
children at the center, including those not 
enrolled in the prekindergarten program.

Just as centers must often deal with multiple 
curricula, they must also often deal with 
multiple assessments. Some centers have to 
use a different assessment for each group of 
children, depending on which funding streams 
are used to support their prekindergarten 
or child care program, and some children 

have to go through 
multiple assess-
ments. Implementing 
multiple assess-
ments can be time-
consuming and costly, 
and can place a burden 
on teachers and 
children. 

For example, a center 
director in New York 
said her children 
are assessed three 
different times at 
the beginning of the 
year and three times 
at the end—using 
Head Start’s National 
Reporting System, the 
Creative Curriculum 
assessment, and 
the school district 

assessment—in addition to ongoing assessment. 

Some states and communities offer assis-
tance to communities to help them with the 
assessment requirements. In West Virginia, the 
prekindergarten provider selects a curriculum 
from among three state-approved options, 
and then the county must provide training to 
each provider on implementing the assessment 
system that goes with the chosen curriculum.

Allowing centers the opportunity to give 
input into the development of assessments and 
selection of assessment options, giving them 
flexibility in choosing an assessment among 
acceptable options, and providing resources and 
support to help them implement assessments 

enables centers to have assessments that can 
be coordinated with other assessment require-
ments, that are appropriate for young children, 
and that provide useful information for 
teachers. 

Community Planning and 
Collaboration

One of the major challenges to effective 
participation of child care centers in 

prekindergarten initiatives is the lack of a 
coordinated child care system. Center directors 
report that community planning councils 
and other collaborative structures can help 
facilitate centers’ participation in the prekin-
dergarten initiative as well as provide a forum 
to address the obstacles centers may encounter 
in providing prekindergarten. Local councils 
can also offer an opportunity to coordinate the 
prekindergarten initiative with a broader range 
of early childhood programs and services.  

Establishing Local Councils
Some states, such as California, Florida, Iowa, 
North Carolina, and South Carolina, supported 
or required local councils prior to and/or 
separate from the implementation of their 
prekindergarten initiatives.31 Other states, 
such as Connecticut, required the creation 
of local councils as part of the prekinder-
garten program.32 In some states, councils 
have developed at the initiative of individual 
communities rather than as a result of any state 
requirements or incentives. Local councils 
typically include representatives of centers, 
schools, and other prekindergarten providers, 
and may include representatives of the business 
community, health care providers, parents, and 
others.

Even when councils are required by the state, 
there will be differences across communities 
in what roles councils play and how effective 
they are, depending on local leadership and 
resources. However, state policies can at least 
ensure that a council exists in each community, 
that certain groups and interests are represented 
on the council, and that the council takes 
responsibility for certain tasks. When councils 
are not required by the state but instead must 
be initiated at the local level, there are even 
greater differences across communities. One 
center director in Tennessee reported that the 
extensive collaboration in his community is 
not replicated in many other communities in 

Community planning 
councils and other 
collaborative structures 
can help facilitate 
centers’ participation 
in the prekindergarten 
initiative and provide 
a forum to address the 
obstacles centers may 
encounter in providing 
prekindergarten.
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the state. This variation across communities in 
the use of councils can lead to variation in the 
extent to which child care centers are involved 
in providing prekindergarten, since councils 
can provide an important forum for centers to 
provide input into decisions about the prekin-
dergarten initiative. 

The Role of  Local Councils
The role that the local council plays depends 
on the particular state and community. 
Councils can be important even if they only 
provide an opportunity for discussion and 
information-sharing, but they can have a 
particularly significant impact if they have 
authority over decisions on funding and policy. 

As discussed earlier, in some states, the council 
is responsible for distributing funds among 
prekindergarten providers, including schools, 
child care centers, and other agencies. The 
council can serve as a neutral party in making 
funding decisions, increasing the likelihood 
that both schools and centers receive funds. 
For example, in Connecticut, the state provides 
funding to local councils, which in turn 
allocate funding to grantees. One challenge 
with this approach is that a center may serve 
children from communities covered by more 
than one council. As a result, the center must 
deal with multiple councils, each with its own 
set of procedures and approaches. 

Even if funds are distributed by a state agency 
or school districts rather than the council, the 
council may have responsibility for making 
decisions in other areas that affect prekinder-
garten programs and sometimes other early 
childhood programs as well. Child care centers, 
as members of the council, can have input 
into these decisions. In a number of Illinois 
and Wisconsin communities, councils have 
emerged to help shape their early childhood 
systems.

In Illinois, an early childhood coalition for •	
the Quad Cities formed as a  
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that 
includes the public schools, Head Start, 
child care centers, and other partners. 
Although the centers apply to the state 
for prekindergarten funding separately 
from Head Start and the schools, coalition 
members collaborate on other issues. 
The coalition members each contribute a 
portion of their prekindergarten funding 
to support a manager for the coalition. 

All seventeen prekindergarten directors 
participating in the coalition work together 
to schedule training. A center director 
describing the collaboration said she thinks 
that it also has indirect benefits, including 
the camaraderie, networking opportu-
nities, trust-building, and sharing on issues 
beyond prekindergarten.

In Eau Claire, Wisconsin, an early •	
learning initiative council helped 
establish the prekindergarten program in 
the community. The council continues 
to play a coordinating role, reviewing 
contracts and encouraging ongoing quality 
improvement. It provides third-party 
evaluations twice a year for all centers, 
develops action plans based on the findings, 
conducts surveys of parents and teachers, 
and carries out research.

In La Crosse, Wisconsin, a collaboration •	
committee with representatives from child 
care centers, Head Start, and the public 
schools meets once a month to coordinate 
enrollment and recruitment efforts. For 
example, if Head Start has a waiting list, 
the committee directs families to the state’s 
prekindergarten initiative. The different 
programs work together to recruit families 
and inform them of all available options. 
The collaborative committee also makes 
site visits to assess programs that are 
members of the committee.

Other Wisconsin districts have local •	
councils that determine which types of 
program models—such as placing a teacher 
employed by the schools in a child care 
center and/or having centers receive 
prekindergarten funding to hire their own 
teachers—will be used. 

One Tennessee community has an advisory •	
group that meets three or four times a year 
to help set policy, review the application to 
the state requesting new prekindergarten 
classrooms, and consider where the new 
classrooms will be placed. A second group, 
which includes public school staff, Head 
Start and center directors, and principals 
from the schools that provide prekinder-
garten, helps make decisions about hiring 
and firing teachers and meets as needed to 
address other issues related to the prekin-
dergarten program.
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Some states provide funding for councils to 
help them carry out their responsibilities. For 
example, in Wisconsin, state prekindergarten 
funding is available to support the councils. 
Florida also allows a portion of state prekin-

dergarten funds to 
be used to support 
councils, although 
these funds are not 
always sufficient to 
cover the costs of the 
councils’ multiple 
responsibilities, such 
as recruiting children 
to participate and 
monitoring programs. 
When the state does 
not provide funding 
for councils, council 
members must provide 
the funding themselves 
and contribute their 
own staff, time, and 
other resources to 
support the council’s 
operations. 

Centerwide Impacts of  
Providing Prekindergarten 

As previously described, having a prekin-
dergarten program can help to lift the 

overall quality of a center. It can affect not only 
the four-year-olds (and, when eligible, three-
year-olds) enrolled in the program at a center, 
but also the other children and teachers in the 
center and the center as a whole. As one center 
director said, the prekindergarten program 
creates a “culture of quality,” encouraging all 
teachers and staff to work to improve their 
center to meet the higher expectations set by 
the prekindergarten program. Teachers without 
degrees are inspired by the example of degreed 
teachers to go back to school for additional 
education and credentials. The prekindergarten 
program also offers a new source of funding 
to support the center. But having a prekin-
dergarten program can also create additional 
demands on the center and strain its resources.

A number of center directors spoke about 
the positive impacts that prekindergarten has 
throughout their centers.

A director in Arizona, who until recently •	
received state funding for twenty to 

thirty prekindergarten children, said that 
her whole center benefited from the 
resources the school district provided as a 
result of the center’s participation in the 
prekindergarten program. The district had 
early childhood specialists who visited 
the center, worked with the center on 
meeting the prekindergarten standards, and 
provided materials, supplies, resources, and 
teacher training. Children in the prekin-
dergarten program were placed in the same 
classrooms with children who were funded 
through other public or private sources, 
which allowed both groups of children to 
take advantage of the additional materials 
and resources. 

An Arkansas center director believes that •	
the prekindergarten program has helped 
improve her center’s quality. To offer the 
prekindergarten program, her center had 
to be evaluated using the Early Childhood 
Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) 
and make improvements to increase the 
center’s score. The center received technical 
assistance to help it improve in areas where 
it received lower scores, such as in interac-
tions between the teachers and children.

An Illinois center used state prekinder-•	
garten funds to support a lending library 
that benefits the whole center. The 
prekindergarten funds also were used for 
an activity room, which is particularly 
important for the many children at the 
center with delays in their large motor 
skills. In addition, the center used prekin-
dergarten funds to create a music room 
out of a coatroom. Although these rooms 
were created based on the needs demon-
strated by children in the prekindergarten 
program, they are available to all children 
in the center.

A center director in New Mexico said that •	
the prekindergarten program enables her 
center to work with children and families 
that otherwise would not have an oppor-
tunity to participate in an early learning 
program. She said the program exposes 
these children to literacy and problem-
solving skills.

Similarly, a center director in North •	
Carolina said that the prekindergarten 
program “diversified” her center’s 
population, because it brought in Spanish-

The prekindergarten 
program creates a 
“culture of quality,” 
encouraging all 
teachers and staff to 
improve the center 
to meet higher 
expectations.
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speaking families that the center had not 
served previously.

The prekindergarten program enabled •	
another center in North Carolina to take 
advantage of classrooms in the center 
used for after-school care that would have 
otherwise remained empty during the 
school day. Now the center is able to use 
a classroom for prekindergarten children 
during the school day and for an after-
school program when those children leave.

In some cases, the prekindergarten program 
not only helps improve the quality of child 
care centers, but also makes the public more 
aware that many centers were already providing 
high-quality early care and education. A center 
director in Wisconsin said that the program 
had shown the community that the center had 
provided “a high level of care for a long, long 
time.”

However, some center directors expressed 
general concerns about the competition for 
limited resources—between prekindergarten 
classrooms and other classrooms within their 
centers and between prekindergarten and child 
care within the larger early childhood system.

A center director in New Mexico worries •	
that state funding for a quality initiative 
that helped centers such as hers get 
accredited is going to be concentrated 
on prekindergarten programs, rather than 
being used to help a wider range of child 
care providers. 

A center director in North Carolina said •	
that there was some tension when her 
center started offering the prekindergarten 
program because teachers in the other 
classes felt that the prekindergarten classes 
were getting more attention.

Prekindergarten funding is most helpful to 
centers when it supplements—rather than 
supplants—other early childhood resources and 
programs. 

Impact on Other Preschool-Age 
Children Attending Centers
There are various ways in which a center’s 
prekindergarten program can affect children 
at the center who are the same age as those 
participating in the program but who are 
unable to enroll in the program (because they 
do not meet the income or other eligibility 

criteria of the program, or there are not suffi-
cient slots available to serve them). Some states 
and communities allow these children to be 
served in prekindergarten-funded classrooms, 
with funding for these children provided by 
parent fees or other private or public funding 
sources. As a result, even though a state chooses 
to focus its limited prekindergarten resources 
on serving children who are low-income or at 
risk, all children at the center benefit to at least 
some extent from the additional resources of 
the prekindergarten program. 

An Arkansas center is able to have mixed •	
classrooms with children funded by prekin-
dergarten, child care assistance, and private-
paying parents. 
The director said 
that you “can’t tell 
by looking at [the 
children] which are 
funded by which.”

In Evanston, •	
Illinois, one center 
avoided creating a 
separate classroom 
for prekindergarten 
children by using 
a “roving” teacher. 
For a period of the 
day, the teacher 
works individually 
with children 
who meet the risk 
criteria to qualify 
for prekinder-
garten. For the 
rest of the day, the 
children eligible for prekindergarten are in 
integrated classes with other children who 
do not qualify for prekindergarten. 

In other states and communities, children 
eligible for prekindergarten and children who 
are ineligible cannot be served in the same 
classroom. This often occurs when a school 
district places a teacher in a child care center 
for prekindergarten, because the district is 
funding the teacher only to serve prekinder-
garten-eligible children.  

When prekindergarten children must be served 
in a separate classroom, it can create logistical 
challenges for a center. For example, centers 
often serve children from multiple school 
districts, some of which fund prekinder-
garten in centers and other that do not fund 

Prekindergarten 
funding is most helpful 
to centers when it 
supplements—rather 
than supplants—other 
early childhood 
resources and programs. 



32 A Center Piece of the PreK Puzzle  National Women’s Law Center

prekindergarten in centers (or do not fund 
prekindergarten at all). If a center cannot place 
prekindergarten children with children who are 
not enrolled in the prekindergarten program, 
it must figure out how to juggle its classrooms. 
The center must separate the two groups while 
ensuring that the classes are large enough to be 
financially viable yet not larger than permitted 
under applicable prekindergarten and/or child 
care licensing requirements. 

Policies that do not allow eligible children to 
be served with children who are ineligible can 
also result in segregating classrooms by income, 
if—as is the case in the majority of states—
the prekindergarten program is only open to 
low-income children. Many center directors 
indicate that they had worked to avoid this 
situation prior to receiving state prekinder-
garten funding. In some cases, families whose 
children qualify for the prekindergarten 
program feel stigmatized when their children 
are placed in a separate class. On the other 
hand, some families whose children do not 
qualify may be envious of the families whose 
children do qualify once they see the benefits 
of the prekindergarten program. 

Center directors have other concerns about 
not being able to serve all children together, 
regardless of their eligibility for prekinder-
garten. One Arizona center is able to divide 
its preschoolers into two classrooms not based 
on whether they qualify for prekindergarten 
but rather based on whether they have later 
or earlier birthdays. However, the center 
director is not sure whether he will be able 
to maintain this approach. In 2009, when 
all prekindergarten teachers are required to 
have early childhood certification, all of the 
eligible children may have to be placed in 
one classroom, since the center has only one 
teacher that meets the credential require-
ments. The director is concerned that he will 
not be able to offer the compensation needed 
to recruit a second teacher with the required 
credentials.  

Even if the children cannot be served in the 
same classrooms, center directors report that it 
is still possible for children not enrolled in the 
prekindergarten program to benefit indirectly. 
For example, the prekindergarten teachers 
and curriculum often provide an example to 
follow for other classrooms. Teachers in other 
classrooms sometimes adopt new approaches or 
techniques based on what they learn from their 
peers. 

Impact on Infants and Toddlers
The effects of prekindergarten programs 
often extend to classrooms serving infants 
and toddlers. Teachers in infant and toddler 
rooms can learn from degreed prekinder-
garten teachers. In some cases, centers are able 
to use prekindergarten funding for training, 
materials, supplies, libraries, or activity rooms 
that are available to the entire center, including 
infants and toddlers. Some centers are also able 
to attract infants and toddlers because older 
siblings are enrolled in the centers’ prekinder-
garten programs.

A center director in North Carolina said •	
having the prekindergarten program 
motivates the teachers in classrooms with 
two- and three-year-olds, because the 
teachers see the prekindergarten classes and 
want to ensure that their children are ready 
for prekindergarten.

A center director in New York City makes •	
any training that is offered to prekinder-
garten teachers available to infant and 
toddler teachers as well. In addition, when 
parent education programs are held for 
parents of prekindergarten children, parents 
with infants and toddlers at the center are 
also invited.    

Yet, prekindergarten programs can also have 
some negative consequences for infant and 
toddler rooms. Some centers have moved 
teachers with bachelor’s degrees and other 
credentials required by the prekindergarten 
program from infant or toddler rooms to 
prekindergarten classrooms, and cannot find 
or cannot afford the salary for an additional 
teacher with a bachelor’s degree. Some centers 
have to devote additional energy and resources 
to the prekindergarten program in order to 
meet various new requirements associated 
with the program, at the expense of infant 
and toddler programs. Several directors said 
that they have to spend more time on admin-
istration for the prekindergarten program, 
leaving less time to spend on programming for 
other children. In some cases, centers choose 
to eliminate their infant and toddler classrooms 
altogether and offer prekindergarten classrooms 
instead. A number of Florida centers replaced 
infant and toddler rooms with prekindergarten 
classes because the prekindergarten program 
brought in more resources relative to the cost 
of providing the classes.
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On the other hand, the number of infant and 
toddler slots can also be diminished when 
centers choose not to offer prekindergarten 
programs. Classrooms for three- and four-
year-olds have long enabled centers to cross-
subsidize infant and toddler classes, which—
given the lower child-teacher ratios required 
by child care licensing regulations—are more 
costly to operate. A number of center directors 
report that if they had not offered prekin-
dergarten, they would have lost most of their 
four-year-olds to school-based prekindergarten 
programs, and it would have been financially 
infeasible to maintain their infant and toddler 
rooms. 

Some states have begun to examine ways 
that they can support infant and toddler care, 
ensuring that centers—as well as other early 
childhood programs—have the resources they 
need to support it and have as much of an 
incentive to offer infant and toddler care as 
to offer prekindergarten, even as prekinder-
garten funding increases. In 2007, Tennessee 
considered a proposal to provide an infusion 
of funds to child care programs serving infants 
and toddlers to ensure that these programs are 
able to be sustained.33 The state’s final fiscal 
year 2008 budget did not include the funding 

the governor had proposed for the initiative, 
but that funding is expected to be proposed 
again next year. Oklahoma, whose prekinder-
garten initiative is available to all four-year-olds 
whose families wish 
to participate, is now 
combining public and 
private funds for a pilot 
initiative that supports 
comprehensive early 
childhood services 
for children birth 
through age three in 
low-income families.34

Given that current 
investments for neither 
prekindergarten nor 
infants and toddlers are 
sufficient, it is essential 
that investments in 
both be increased so 
that centers as well as 
other early childhood 
providers are able to 
provide high-quality 
services for children birth to age five. 

Investments for neither 
prekindergarten nor 
infants and todders 
are sufficient, and 
it is essential that 
investments in both be 
increased in order to 
provide high-quality 
services for children 
birth to age five.
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The experiences of the child care center 
directors interviewed for this report 

offer a number of lessons for policy makers 
interested in establishing or expanding prekin-
dergarten initiatives in their states and commu-
nities. The following state and local policies, 
practices, and leadership strategies can be 
effective in both increasing opportunities for 
child care centers to offer state-funded prekin-
dergarten programs and ensuring that centers’ 
participation as prekindergarten providers 
has maximum benefits for children, families, 
teachers, and centers. 

Financing for High-Quality 
Prekindergarten in Child Care 
Centers

State funding for prekindergarten that is •	
sufficient to cover a child care center’s 
full range of expenses for a high-quality 
program—including start-up costs, supplies 
and materials, transportation, adminis-
tration, facilities, and teacher and director 
salaries and benefits that are comparable to 
those offered for prekindergarten teachers 
and supervisors employed by the public 
schools.

A funding distribution system that ensures •	
that child care centers and other providers 
outside the schools can fairly compete to 
offer prekindergarten programs. Strategies 
for achieving this objective may include 
having a state-level agency, community 
council, or independent entity determine 
which providers receive prekinder-
garten funding or reserving a minimum 
percentage of state prekindergarten funding 
for providers outside the schools. 

Stable, predictable prekindergarten funding •	
that allows child care centers to plan 
ahead for their budgets and programs—as 
opposed to funding and slot allotments that 
fluctuate drastically from year to year. 

Flexibility in meeting any requirements for •	
matching funds.

Training for center directors on adminis-•	
tering, budgeting, and—when prekinder-
garten funding is insufficient—fundraising 
that helps them to effectively operate their 
programs and efficiently use resources.

The ability to combine state prekin-•	
dergarten funding, child care assistance 
funding, and parent fees in ways that enable 
child care centers to offer full-day, high-
quality programs. Policies that support 
effective blending of funds include setting 
adequate child care reimbursement rates 
and reimbursing centers for a full day 
of care when they provide a substantial 
number of hours of care before and after 
the prekindergarten day.

Supporting Teachers 
Supports and incentives to help child care •	
center teachers obtain the training and 
education needed to meet prekindergarten 
credential requirements and receive salaries 
and benefits comparable to those offered 
by the public schools. These supports 
may include scholarships to cover tuition, 
books, and transportation to school and 
financing for substitutes while teachers are 
attending classes. 

Input by center directors into the hiring •	
and firing of prekindergarten teachers 
placed by school districts in child care 
centers and assistance as needed in helping 
centers forge good relationships with these 
teachers. 

Promoting Collaboration and 
Coordination

Close coordination between schools •	
districts and child care centers in allocating 
prekindergarten slots, enrolling children, 
providing ongoing teacher training, serving 
children with special needs, helping 
children make successful transitions from 
prekindergarten to kindergarten, and 
educating each other about the importance 

Strategies to Support Child Care Centers  
as a Piece of  the PreK Puzzle
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and role of both prekindergarten and child 
care.

Encouraging and providing funding for •	
community coalitions as a mechanism 
for helping to remove obstacles child 
care centers may encounter in providing 
prekindergarten and collaborating on 
strategies for successfully implementing 
prekindergarten. 

Ensuring Appropriate Curriculum 
and Assessment

Flexibility in curriculum and assessment •	
requirements so that child care centers are 
able to choose a curriculum and assessment 
from acceptable options that can be 
coordinated with curricula or assessments 
that may be required for other programs—
such as Head Start—offered by the centers. 

Opportunities for child care centers and •	
other prekindergarten providers to provide 
feedback about curriculum and assessment 
options and encourage changes if necessary 
to ensure curricula and assessments that 
are appropriate for young children and 
responsive to the needs of children from 
diverse backgrounds. 

Supporting the Broader Early Care 
and Education System 

Increased investments in infant and toddler •	
care to make it financially feasible for child 
care centers and other early childhood 
providers to offer high-quality early care 
and education to children birth to age five.
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With the rapid growth of state prekin-
dergarten initiatives, it is important 

to strengthen and expand efforts to involve 
child care centers in providing high-quality 
programs, using strategies that have already 
been shown to work. It is also essential to 
continue to evaluate these strategies and 

explore new approaches as prekindergarten 
initiatives develop and as states, communities, 
child care centers, and other prekindergarten 
providers continue to learn from experience 
about the most effective ways to make high-
quality prekindergarten accessible to children 
and families.

Conclusion
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