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Overview  
 

In recognition of the fact that healthy, capable children will create the best future for our 
community, Social Venture Partners (SVP) Portland is working toward a future where all 
children in Multnomah County enter kindergarten with the foundation for learning and life 
success. In 2012, SVP decided to focus its efforts for at least a decade on helping to promote 
readiness for school success for all children in Multnomah County.  

During the course of our work on school readiness, it became clear that one of the critical 
problems in our county is the lack of equitable access to preschool for children from low-
income families, communities of color, and English language learners who are at increased risk 
for school failure. In order to better support young children’s access to high quality early 
education, SVP commissioned a survey of cities and counties across the country that have 
mounted successful preschool funding initiatives. This report contains a summary of what was 
learned from 16 interviews in eight communities that are engaged in expanding access to 
preschool. The intent of the study was to provide insights from successful initiatives that could 
inform efforts to expand access to preschool in Multnomah County. 
 
Interviews were conducted between January and May of 2017. The communities surveyed 
included Boston, Chicago, Denver, Philadelphia, San Antonio, San Francisco, Seattle, and 
Minneapolis. Ten interview sites were selected from communities with preschool initiatives 
that were administered by cities or counties. These were chosen rather than statewide 
initiatives since they are more directly relevant to the situation in Multnomah Country. We also 
examined initiatives in all stages of development since we were interested in what works as 
well as how communities made the early decisions and strategical moves. This report focuses 
on information from the interviews that suggest concrete steps that could be taken as 
Multnomah County moves forward with expanding access to preschool programs.  
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What We Learned from the Communities  
 

Question 1: How did you organize?  

The first thing we sought to learn from the interviews was what key decisions were made in 
order to get ready to implement the preschool program. We wanted to understand the kinds of 
groundwork that led to the development of programs in each community. 

1A--How did you get started? 

§ San Antonio Mayor Castro ran for the office on a platform striving to regain the city’s 
vibrancy and relevance.  

§ The Seattle City Council convened a committee to figure out how to increase access to 
preschool as part a “Make Seattle Livable” campaign.  

§ Denver enjoyed early mayoral support and was in conversation with early childhood 
educators as the city grew. 

§ San Francisco had a private benefactor step forward. 
§ Minnesota enjoyed a partnership between the MN Early Learning Foundation and an 

influential business leader. 

Successful initiatives:   

§ Enjoyed early top-level support from the city. 
§ Had a visible champion advocating through multiple channels.  
§ Made preschool access part of a larger campaign appealing to a broad cross-section of 

the population. 

1B--How did you identify and market your preschool initiative? 

§ Denver hired a political strategy team to help build and market the case for universal 
access to preschool. They carried out a mass-marketing campaign to raise public 
knowledge and support. 

§ Seattle engaged Berk & Associates, and Christina Weiland, Ph.D., and her colleagues 
from the University of Michigan to build and make the case to the City Council. 

§ Arthur Rolnick at the University of Minnesota built an economic model demonstrating 
that increased access to preschool provided better returns than the stock market. With 
that economic model, he convinced the business sector to get involved. 

§ San Antonio Mayor Castro was convinced by data to make preschool part of the overall 
San Antonio campaign for relevancy. 

Successful initiatives:  

§ Addressed multiple demographic groups including parents, grandparents, single 
professionals, and policy makers.  
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§ Clearly identified the problem to be solved (e.g., achievement gap).  
§ Built a compelling return on investment (ROI) case using data. 
§ Sold that case to a broad cross-section of the population. 
§ Defined how accountability for performance will be determined.  
§ Received some “early money.”  

o Sometimes this was a philanthropic organization like the William Penn 
Foundation. Sometimes individuals stepped forward with a big enough 
investment. Sometimes the business community became involved. And, 
sometimes the public entity paid for the ramp up. 

1C--Who was involved and when? 

Successful initiatives:  

Involved key constituencies very early in the process to build broad-based support. Efforts were 
made to involve the following groups of stakeholders: 

§ Head Start Directors.  
§ Public Schools (they can be a great advocate when included early). 
§ Teachers unions (Note: teacher union and city program rules are not always 

 compatible). 
§ Community program leaders with special attention to religious programs, which might 

have different funding flow rules. 
§ Charter school leaders. 
§ Business leaders (can be leveraged to help build the ROI case). 
§ Elected officials (i.e., mayors, county chairs). 
§ Parents (can be great neighborhood advocates when given a role). 
§ Someone familiar with city code who can help think creatively about how to work with 

community programs in current facilities that do not meet that code. 

1D--What decisions need to be made? 

Successful initiatives: 

Asked and answered critical questions before they began to implement their programs: 

§ What is your vision, guiding principles? 
§ What is the population to be served? Three-year old children, four-year old children, or 

both? Are there particular language or race/ethnicity priorities? 
o Some cities have a goal of serving both but begin with four-year olds as the initial 

focus. 
o Note: There is some data that shows that as public funding for four-year old 

children increases, services for three-year old children decrease. 
§ Will preschool be part- or full-time?   
§ Will the program length be nine or ten months or year-round? 
§ Where will programs be housed? 
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§ How will programs be funded (public, private, or both)? 
§ How will programs be administered? 
§ Which children will receive tuition support? 

o There is good empirical evidence that pre-K benefits all children. That has 
persuaded some cities to provide support to all children (universal preschool). 
Wealthy children receive very little and children below the poverty line receive 
the most. 

o At the other end of the spectrum, some cities specifically prioritize children living 
below the poverty line. Usually between <= 200% and <= 100% of the Federal 
Poverty line. 

§ Will the focus be on quality or quantity?  
o Those interviewed agreed that it is best to focus first on quality, but it is hard 

and there must be adequate resources. 
§ How will community programs, public programs, and the state be brought together to 

agree on curricula, standards, evaluation, and enrollment processes? (Note: this has 
taken some cities a year in itself.) 

§ Will resources be focused on learning and teaching? The key to success is excellent 
teaching, and 6% to 9% of the budget seems to be the average amount spent on 
professional development. 

§ What standards will be followed?  
o What kind of teacher licensure?  
o Will facilities need to be licensed? If so, licensing standards dictate group size 

and adult/child ratios.  
o What will be the time frame for meeting the standards? 
o What content and evaluation standards will be used?  

§ Will there be a waiver process for community program teachers and facilities that must 
work on meeting requirements?  

§ How will programs provide their services in a culturally and linguistically appropriate 
manner? 

• Will surrounding health and family services be provided? 
• What will be the curriculum approach?  

o Most programs choose evidence-based practices that have been shown to result 
in positive outcomes for children. 

• How will success be evaluated, and continuous improvement be tracked?  
o The evaluation strategy should be designed to produce reliable data informing 

program standards, administration, and implementation practices, as well as 
demonstrate overall impact on child outcomes. 

• How will families be engaged? 
• How will program capacity be increased? 

o Initiatives usually begin by serving a small number of children. In order to 
increase capacity there needs to be a plan for recruiting children and increasing 
the number of classrooms. This requires both funding and people on the ground 
promoting and enlisting support for the effort. 
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IE--How will teacher qualifications and issues related to staff training be addressed? 

Teacher qualification and training involve a complex set of issues that need to be addressed as 
part of a preschool initiative. Following are some of the questions and issues: 

§ What training and licensure will be required for teachers? In public school programs the 
requirement is usually a bachelor’s in early childhood education or elementary 
education and teacher licensure. Other kinds of certification can be explored. Generally, 
assistants need an associate degree or better. 

§ Will there be a ‘grace’ period for existing community teachers to acquire a degree or 
licensure? Typically, this takes four years. 

§ Will there be alternative pathways to certification? This is a complicated issue that can 
put pressure on existing teachers who are not fully qualified.  

§ Established teachers may need to learn new approaches and will benefit from in-service 
education. 

§ How will teacher qualifications be connected to salaries? 
§ What kind of professional support will staff receive? How will professional development 

be organized and funded? 
§ What kinds of opportunities will there be for teacher and administrator advancement? 

Question 1: Summary of advice from communities: 

Some of the following decisions are easier than others, and some have clear pros and cons 
while some do not. Still, each one of these needs to be considered before programs can be 
implemented. 

§ Think through your guiding principles (the values and strategies guiding the work 
developed in partnership with potential partners) and big decisions.  

§ Define success metrics at the beginning of the planning process, before implementing 
programs. There was strong agreement that this is important. 

§ Don’t commit to more than you can deliver; closing achievement gaps is slow work and 
the finish line will keep moving. 

§ Whatever the source, it takes an investment to get started. 
§ Involve stakeholders early! Community partners can be great advocates if included early 

or they can become challengers if included late.  
§ Be willing to evolve over time. This will be a multi-year effort and there will always be 

some distance between the plan and actual practice. Work to design with context in 
mind. Remember that legislation is not flexible! 

§ Plan for changes in key people over time. Elected officials and others will change before 
this work is complete. 
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Question 2:  How do you resource your model? 
The second topic we explored was how successful initiatives were funded, including the 
necessary background information and possible revenue sources. 

2A--What background information and resources are needed? 

§ Understand that there is likely to be a gap between the number of high-quality 
preschools available and the number of kids to be served.  

§ Monetize the gap and understand the return on investment (ROI). 
§ Help the public learn about the value of preschool and determine what level of taxation 

might be acceptable.  
o In Denver, a company was hired to poll the population, determine what they 

would be willing to accept in terms of taxes, and help move the initiative to the 
ballot. 

o Marketing firms like Strategy 360 can be engaged to do this work. 
§ Handling tuition credit is a complex and time-consuming task. Some communities 

outsourced this function to an outside company. 

2B--What are the potential revenue streams? 

Interviews revealed the following range of funding options. A variety of kinds of taxes have 
been adopted by communities to supplement state and federal funding streams.  

§ Income tax: 
o Pros: Stable. 
o Cons: Must have community buy-in. 

§ Sales tax: 
o Pros: Local and easy to spend. 
o Cons: Volatile. 

§ Property tax: 
o Pros: Stable. 
o Cons: There can be restrictions on how it is spent. 

§ Specialty tax: 
o Pros: Stable. 
o Cons: Legal challenges and may decline over time. 

§ Lottery money: 
o Pros: Easy to spend. 
o Cons: Volatile. Georgia has had to scale back programs. 

All communities interviewed had a combination of state, federal, and municipal funding in the 
form of some type of tax. Any private funding received was used for the initial planning and 
proof of concept.  

 



8 | P a g e  
 
 

 

2C--What is the role of public information?  

§ Campaigns can raise public understanding and support. 
§ The cities where multiple initiatives were put before the public prior to success describe 

their winning proposals as: 
o Focused. 
o Emphasizing shared benefits. 
o Locally centered. 
o Including evaluation and accountability for child outcomes. 

§ Legislation needs to be passed to supplement existing funding streams. 
§ Funding will come from a variety of sources (referred to as “layered” funding) and 

requires administrative management. Communities found that it was best if this could 
be vended out.  

o In Seattle, funding came from multiple funding streams and was administered by 
a vendor who managed tuition credits and paid the preschools. 

o Philadelphia’s experience requiring providers to manage their own layered 
funding led them to reverse course and provide the administrative management. 

2D--Is funding distributed to families or to the schools? 

§ Voucher/Tuition-Credit system (this approach is used in Denver): 
o Money follows the child and parents can usually apply to certified programs 

anywhere in the city.  
§ Administrative entity (often the city) purchases seats in certified classrooms (employed 

in Seattle): 
o Money follows providers, who like the model because it guarantees a known 

income stream each year. 
o Puts the administrative entity in charge of ensuring diversity in the classroom, 

which is associated with better outcomes. 
§ Experience in at least one city is that when parents are given choice, 

classrooms become segregated. 

Question 2: Summary of advice from communities: 

§ Funding preschool initiatives is complicated and requires experience and expertise. 
Several communities brought in an expert to help understand and execute funding. 

§ Do not underestimate the cost of administrative oversight, especially in how tuition is 
distributed. Cities have had to go back and work to increase the administrative fees 
authorized by initial legislation. This was strongly emphasized in several interviews. 

§ It is a good idea to find a source of support for preschool program management so that 
it doesn’t fall on already overburdened preschool administrators. 

§ Private funding can be used to help private schools get up to code.  
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Question 3: How were programs managed and resources allocated? 

The third question that was explored was how programs were managed and how resources 
were allocated. 

3A--What organizational model did you choose, and what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of each one that you considered?   

Three organizational models were identified in the eight cities that participated in the 
interviews: 

§ THIRD PARTY. A third party operates the program as a mixed-delivery model leveraging 
public schools (as a primary and stabilizing influence), Head Start, community programs, 
etc. This could be a contractor or a nonprofit corporation. The corporation typically has 
a CEO and reports to a Board of Directors appointed by the mayor/county chair. The 
nonprofit corporation is sometimes constituted by legislation (Denver) and sometimes 
existing nonprofits compete for the contract (Minneapolis). 

o Pros: It is a flexible approach outside the government bureaucracy, and it frees 
the public entity from the substantial administrative burden. Program and 
teacher certification and quality can be managed by the city or the nonprofit. In 
addition, nonprofit corporations are usually more efficient with resources 
(money). They often have lower overhead and are accustomed to doing this 
work. 

o Cons: Determining board composition and tenure is difficult. In addition, state 
departments are not accustomed to working with nonprofits and keeping the 
money flowing smoothly is a challenge. 

§ CITY/COUNTY. The most common model is that the program is run by the city/county as 
a mixed-delivery model leveraging public schools as a primary and stabilizing influence. 

o Pros: This is appealing where the city/county is already doing most of the work. 
o Cons: There is a substantial administrative burden costing an average of 7% of 

the operating budget. We were warned to not under-estimate this challenge. 
§ APPOINTED ENTITY. The program is run by the city/county using the public schools or 

another city/county department as the managing entity. This is usually still a mixed-
delivery model with the school system leveraging community program capacity. 

o Pros: Resources might be most efficiently used with this model. 
o Cons: This might be complicated in a city/county with more than one school 

district. 
 
3B--What standards guided the development of programs? 
 
Whatever model is chosen the community needs to follow applicable program standards. It is 
important to know what they are and plan for them up front 
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Standards that need to be followed may be those applicable to: 
 

§ Public schools 
§ Private schools 
§ Charter schools 
§ Head Start 
§ Community programs (including religious programs) 
§ City-run programs 

o One city experimented with even smaller ‘family’ programs to be more culturally 
responsive, but they have struggled to meet the quality requirements. 

3C--How do you allocate your resources? 

§ Make sure bulk of money goes into getting kids into school. Spend at least 60–65% of 
the proposed budget providing tuition support for children. (See budgets in Appendix C.) 

§ Don’t underestimate administrative expense. 

3E--How do you make decisions? 

Initiatives should clarify in advance whose responsibility it is to make decisions. 

§ If the city/county administers the program, they make the decisions. 
§ If a program is run by a non-profit, the CEO makes the decisions. 
§ Some experience shows that making timely decisions by consensus (especially if a large 

committee is involved) isn’t feasible. 

Question 3: Summary of advice from communities:  

§ Leverage existing programs.  
§ Do not underestimate the power of communication, especially when multiple delivery 

methods are involved.  
§ Get public and private school teachers on board up front.  

 
 

Question 4: How do you engage families and communities? 
We asked this question to learn how programs approached parents and how they 
communicated their message. 
4A--How did the initiatives communicate with parents leading up the implementation of the 
preschool program? 
Parent engagement methods included: 

§ Beginning early. Minnesota begins outreach at birth. 
§ Getting creative about reaching parents: 
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o Social media. Reach out to kids first then the parents. 
o Housing developments. 
o Laundromats. 

§ Build neighborhood information hubs linking parents to health and social support 
services. 

§ Utilize the schools to help families get comfortable with educational programs. 
§ Empowering parents as advocates for their children by giving them a role: 

o Train parent leadership to lead local outreach efforts. 
o In addition to providing information, be sure that parents views are heard and 

respected.  
o Conduct parent/child school workshops. 
o Have parents in paid positions as advocates and recruiters. 

4B--What communication methods do you use? 

Many programs have a communications director. Communication needs to be timely and 
consistent across stakeholders. Stakeholders can include: 

§ City/county departments 
§ Preschool providers 
§ Health insurers, hospitals and pediatricians  
§ Businesses 
§ Museums  
§ Libraries  
§ Neighborhood advocates 

Question 4: Summary of advice from communities: 

§ Parent engagement and communication go hand in hand. You cannot communicate 
enough.  

§ It is useful to have a person in charge of communication 
§ Parents can become helpful advocates if they are supported in doing so. 
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Summary of Lessons Learned 
A number of important lessons were learned from these interviews that might be helpful for 
efforts to ramp up preschool offerings in Multnomah County. The lessons that are most 
relevant at this time have to do with things that are needed to get an initiative started and the 
important questions that should be addressed in the early stages of planning. 

Lessons learned about getting started  

§ Clearly identify the problem to be solved (e.g., achievement gap), build a compelling 
return on investment (ROI) case using data to ‘sell’ the program to a broad cross-section 
of the population. 

§ Make sure proposals have accountability measures built in.  
§ Begin with vigorous and visible top-level support from the city or county. 
§ Identify (if possible) a visible champion who will support and help to communicate 

about the effort. 
§ ‘Early money’ from investor(s) has helped many communities get started. 
§ Attempt to make preschool access part of a larger campaign appealing to a broad cross-

section of the population. 
§ Build a broad-base of support by addressing multiple demographic groups and involving 

key constituencies early.  
§ For legislative initiatives, present a focused proposal with accountability to the voters. 
§ Engage and empower parents as advocates by giving them a role. 
§ Turn to outside expertise when appropriate. 
§ Keep the focus on moving forward collectively, accept small deviations from the rules 

and expectations. One person interviewed counseled, “Manage with a gentle hand.” 

Decisions that need to be made (see pages 3 & 4 for more detail) 

§ What are the vision and the guiding principles for the initiative? 
§ What is the population to be served? Three-year old children, four-year old children, or 

both? Are there particular language or race/ethnicity priorities? 
§ Will preschool be part- or full-time? 
§ Will the program length be nine months, ten months, or year-round? 
§ Where will programs be housed? 
§ Will there be programs housed at religious institutions?  
§ What will be the source of funding? 
§ Who will administer the programs? 
§ Which children will receive tuition support? 
§ Will the focus be on quality or quantity?  
§ Will surrounding health and family services be provided? 
§ How will community programs, public programs, and the state be brought together to 

agree on curricula, standards, evaluation, and enrollment processes?   
§ What training and licensure will be required for teachers?  
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§ How will professional development of staff be organized and funded? 
§ What will be the curriculum approach? 
§ How will programs provide their services in a culturally and linguistically appropriate 

manner?  
• How will families be engaged? 
• What standards will be followed? 
• How will success be evaluated, and continuous improvement be tracked?  

 

Conclusion 
Research has shown the benefits of preschool, both to the child and to the community as a 
whole. As Former President Barack Obama said, “Every dollar we invest in high-quality early 
education can save more than seven dollars later on—by boosting graduation rates, reducing 
teen pregnancy, even reducing violent crime.”  

By providing the opportunity for all children to enter school at an earlier age, our community 
and its youngest citizens can grow and thrive together.   
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Contacts by City, State 

Boston 

§ Brian Gold – School readiness manager for Boston Public Schools 
§ Sonia Gomez-Barney -- Countdown to Kindergarten Director for Office of Engagement 

Chicago 

§ Karen Jackel – Director of early Childhood Programs for Chicago Public Schools 

Denver 

§ Ellen Braun – Deputy Director for Denver Preschool Program 
§ Lynea Hansen – Senior Vice-President for Strategies 360 
§ Lisa Roy – Denver Public Schools 
§ Rob McDaniel – Tuition Credit Modeling for Metrix 

Minnesota 

§ Arthur Rolnick – Director Human Capital Research Collaborative – Univ. of MN 

Philadelphia 

§ Mary Strasser – Philadelphia Preschool Program 

San Antonio 

§ Sarah Baray Ph.D. – CEO for Pre-K for SA  
§ Mikel Brightman – Head Start Administrator  

San Francisco 

§ Ingrid Mezquita – San Francisco First 5 Director 

Seattle 

§ Erika Johnson Ph.D. – Senior Policy Advisor for the Early Learning Division 
§ Monica Liang-Aguirre – Early Learning Director 

 A site visit to Seattle was conducted in May 2017 to talk with program leadership. 
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Appendix B: Interview questions 

The following questions that were asked to each of the people interviewed are addressed in this 
summary document: 

Question 1: How did you organize? 

What was your organizing strategy? Who came to the decision that preschool was important? 
Who was doing work and why? 

Question 2: How do you resource your model? 

Are the resources public, private, both? How do you allocate your resources? 

Question 3: How are leadership and resources distributed throughout the effort? 

How are leadership distributed across stakeholders? How do you make decisions? 

Question 4: How do you engage families and communities? 

Do you engage parents and sustain that engagement? 
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Appendix C: Sample Budgets (in round numbers): 

San Antonio 

 2015 Dollars 2015 % 
Revenue   

Beginning Balance $15M 30% 
Sales Tax $30M 60% 

State/Local Match $4M 8% 
USDA (Food) $1M 2% 

Sliding Scale Tuition $.2M  
Total Available Funds $50M  

   

Operating Expenses   
Pre-K for SA (Children) $22M 61% of money spent 

Transportation $1M 3% 
Facility Maintenance $5M 14% 

Professional Development $2M 6% 
 Program Evaluation $.1M <1% 

Public Relations $.4M 1% 
Administration $2M 6% 

Debt Service & Insurance $3M 8% 
Total Operating Expenses $36M  

 

Seattle 

 2016 Dollars 2016 % 
Revenue   

   
City Funding   

State/Fed/Local $5M  
Sliding Scale Tuition $2M  

Total Available Funds   
   

Operating Expenses   
School Readiness (Children) $15M 65% of money spent 

Capacity Building $3M 13% 
Professional Development $2M 9% 

 Program Evaluation $.8M 3% 
Administration $2.5M 11% 

Total Operating Expenses $23M  
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Appendix D: Statistics by State  

 

State 

% of state 

enrolled 

State spending per 

enrolled child comment In Study 

  3 yrs 4 yrs       

Alabama 0% 19% $4,290.00     

Alaska 0% 3% $6,270.00     

Arizona 2% 4% $3,444.00     

Arkansas 18% 32% $5,472.00     

California 9% 52% $6,409.00 

including 

CSPP=17% 1 

Colorado 8% 23% $2,471.00 3=8% 4=23% 1 

Connecticut 10% 24% $7,905.00 3=10% 4=24%   

Delaware 0% 7% $7,295.00     

District of Columbia 70% 81% $16,812.00     

Florida 0% 76% $2,353.00     

Georgia 0% 60% $3,981.00     

Hawaii 0% 2% $7,467.00     

Idaho 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Illinois 20% 26% $3,374.00   1 

Indiana 0% 2% $6,020.00     

Iowa 3% 64% $3,246.00     

Kansas 0% 20% $2,328.00     

Kentucky 9% 26% $4,832.00     

Louisiana 0% 32% $4,530.00     

Maine 0% 40% $3,201.00     

Maryland 5% 36% $3,441.00     

Massachusetts 7% 8% $3,039.00   1 

Michigan 0% 34% $6,291.00     

Minnesota 1% 1% $7,924.00   1 

Mississippi 1% 4% $1,787.00     

Missouri 1% 2% $4,722.00     
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Montana 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Nebraska 14% 32% $2,302.00     

Nevada 1% 4% $2,132.00     

New Hampshire 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

New Jersey 20% 29% $12,424.00     

New Mexico 2% 33% $5,233.00     

New York 1% 50% $6,507.00     

North Carolina 0% 22% $5,301.00     

North Dakota 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Ohio 3% 8% $4,000.00     

Oklahoma 0% 74% $3,476.00     

Oregon 7% 10% $8,929.00     

Pennsylvania 6% 12% $6,580.00   1 

Rhode Island 0% 5% $6,650.00     

South Carolina 0% 40% $3,367.00     

South Dakota 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Tennessee 1% 22% $4,753.00     

Texas 7% 49% $4,071.00   1 

Utah 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Vermont 44% 67% $7,457.00     

Virginia 0% 18% $3,740.00     

Washington 4% 9% $8,305.00   1 

West Virginia 11% 66% $6,472.00     

Wisconsin 1% 71% $3,677.00     

Wyoming 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

AVERAGE 7% 30% $5,324.55     

            

TERRITORIES           

American Samoa 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Guam 0% 3% $12,185.00     

Northern Mariana Islands 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Palau 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   

Puerto Rico 0% 0% $0.00 No Program   
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