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HIGH-QUALITY, ACCESSIBLE PRE-K MEDAL CRITERIA Bronze Silver Gold

1.	 Policy meets 2 out of 3 criteria* (access, local funding, and equity data) and meets 
at least 4 NIEER quality benchmarks.

2.	 Policy meets 8 out of 10 NIEER quality benchmarks.

3.	 Policy meets 9 out of 10 NIEER quality benchmarks.

Introduction 
Decades of research show that high-quality early 
learning programs can positively impact children’s 
learning, development, and health.1 Therefore, we 
strongly believe that access to a high-quality early 
learning program is one of the best investments a 
city can make. With funding from the de Beaumont 
Foundation and Kaiser Permanente, CityHealth pro-
vides cities with evidence-based policy solutions and 
practical tools to improve the health and well-being 
of their residents. CityHealth provides a framework 
for advancing policies using a medal rating system to 
assess their progress and encourage improvement in 
public health outcomes (see Text Box).2 Since 2017, 
CityHealth has partnered with the National Institute 
for Early Education Research (NIEER), a nonpartisan 
research center, to conduct research on prekindergar-
ten (pre-K) efforts operated at the city level, to promote 
its High-Quality, Accessible Pre-K policy solution. 

While the evidence is clear that pre-K makes a mean-
ingful difference for children in the short and long 
term, children need access to high-quality programs 
to experience these benefits. Access, however, remains 
unequal, particularly to programs that provide 
high-quality experiences. Research findings include:

▪	 Participation in high-quality pre-K has been 
found to have a positive, direct impact on 
children’s health through avenues such as access 
to nutritious meals and health screenings, and a 
positive, indirect impact through reducing parental 
stress and supporting mental health.3 For example, a 
study of New York City’s pre-K program found pre-K 

enrollment increased the probability a child was 
diagnosed with asthma or vision problems, received 
treatment for hearing or vision issues, and had a 
screening or immunization during the pre-K year.4 In 
addition, a recent Tulsa, Oklahoma, study found that 
children who enroll in pre-K earlier than their peers 
(i.e., at age 3 instead of 4) are more likely to experi-
ence earlier identification of health problems such as 
eczema or vision concerns, which can lead to earlier 
treatment.5

▪	 Enrollment in pre-K can help close long-stand-
ing opportunity gaps in early childhood 
education and improve academic success for 
historically marginalized groups. For example, 
research suggests that low-income children may 
have less access to high-quality early education that 
hinders their development; yet, a high-quality, uni-
versal pre-K program could decrease disparities in 
achievement by 27% in math and 41% in reading.6

▪	 Dual language learners (DLLs) may uniquely 
benefit from pre-K attendance, particularly 
if they start early. For instance, one study of DLL 
children who enrolled in full-day pre-K before age 4 
showed at least 90% of these children scored at least 
one level higher on an English proficiency test than 
their peers who did not enroll early.7

▪	 There are long-term benefits to pre-K partici-
pation, even if benefits may vary for different 
groups of children. Evidence from long-term 
studies of Head Start and intensive, small-scale in-
terventions shows long-term benefits such as higher 
high school graduation rates and years of education 
completed, and lower rates of teenage pregnancy and 
crime.8

*CRITERIA INCLUDE:

•	 Access: Establishes a 30% access threshold for pre-K programs. Quality learning can only make an impact if children have access to the programming. 

•	 Equity Data: City collects demographic data that allow local leaders and residents to see who in their community is receiving services. 

•	 Local Funding: Local funding is included in a city’s pre-K program. Pre-K programs with a local funding source often mean that cities have a stake in 

the quality, access, and equitable delivery of their pre-K programs.
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▪	 Pre-K attendance has been shown to have a 
positive impact on children’s executive func-
tioning skills, such that children who attend pre-K 
begin kindergarten with better executive functioning 
skills than children who did not attend kindergarten.9 

▪	 Children who attend pre-K are less likely to 
be chronically absent in later school years 
and more likely to take more challenging 
coursework in high school.10 Not only were pre-K 
attenders less likely to be chronically absent, but 
they also had better attendance overall compared to 
non-attenders.11

Given the broad evidence base demonstrating the 
benefits of pre-K attendance in the short and long term, 
ensuring that children have access to these programs 
is an important step in supporting young children’s 
learning and development. In many cases, cities have 
taken the lead in supporting children’s access to the 
types of pre-K programs that research shows benefit 
them.

Cities Leading the Way
Pre-K programs that support positive and long-lasting 
academic and social-emotional outcomes in chil-
dren are thoughtfully designed. We have identified 
cities that are leading the way through their effec-
tive leaders, establishment of sustainable funding 
streams, improved access for a substantial portion of 
their preschool-aged children, and/or have designed 
high-quality pre-K programs.12 

Local Leadership 

Local leadership is necessary to create an early educa-
tion vision and strategy for the city through building 
momentum, designing a program or enhancing the 
quality of existing ones, and developing a funding 
mechanism that not only supports quality but also 
addresses access. Cities are at different stages in 
their pre-K implementation, but some leaders that are 
worth noting include Boston, San Antonio, and San 
Francisco.

San Antonio

Sarah Baray has served as the CEO 
of Pre-K 4 SA since 2016. Dr. Baray, 
a former professor, has described 
that her work at Pre-K 4 SA allows 
her to see research come to life. Her 
background provides her with an 
understanding of the impact high-quality pre-K 
policies can make in supporting kindergarten 
readiness. In her role as CEO, she develops and 
creates conditions, such as access to job-embedded 
training and ongoing professional development, 
that enable educators to implement research-
based policies that support children’s learning and 
development.

Sarah Baray, CEO, Pre-K 4 SA  
City of San Antonio

Access to Pre-K 

Across the country, access to high-quality pre-K 
programs has been growing slowly but steadily.13 In 
2023-2024, just 37% of 4-year-olds were enrolled in 
state-funded pre-K. However, these averages mask 
disparities and, in some cases, declining enrollment. 
For example, when examining state enrollment in 22 
states, fewer children were served in fall 2023 than in 
fall 2019 (the last school year prior to COVID); in 14 
states, a lower percentage of children were enrolled 
in fall 2023 as compared to fall 2019.14 The need for 
access to high-quality pre-K is not being met at 
the state level. This is an opportunity where cities 
can address the unmet pre-K needs of their residents. 
Some of the nation’s largest 75 cities have developed 
strategies to increase access to their pre-K programs. 

▪	 In Albuquerque, there are multiple programs that 
have unique funding streams (e.g., city dollars, feder-
al Head Start funds, and/or state pre-K dollars), but 
all have the same high-quality programming and are 
housed in public schools, community-based sites, 
Head Start classrooms, family child care homes, 
etc. In addition to settings, having hours that either 
mirror the elementary classroom school day and/or 
offer extended-day programming may increase the 
likelihood of a child enrolling in that pre-K program. 
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San Francisco 

As Director of the Department of 
Early Childhood, Ingrid Mezquita 
has been able to integrate her var-
ied experiences as a leader in both 
the nonprofit and public settings 
that serve young children and their 
families in San Francisco. Having an understanding 
of different types of organizations (e.g., governance 
structures, funding, staffing), coupled with knowl-
edge of the San Francisco community, has allowed 
Director Mezquita to develop polices and a strategy 
for the city that address racial disparities in early 
childhood programming. 

"Over the past few years, our Department has focused 
on expanding access, fair pay for early educators, 
building more spaces, and improving quality. So that 
when the time comes, every child starts kindergarten 
ready to learn, thrive, and succeed."” 

Ingrid X. Mezquita, Director
San Francisco Office of Early Care and Education

▪	 PHLpreK was created by the city of Philadelphia 
with funding from the city’s sweetened beverage tax 
in 2017. Since its inception, enrollment has scaled up 
and as of 2024-2025 serves more than 5,000 3- and 
4-year-olds annually.15

▪	 Having multiple settings available to families in-
creases the odds that they will find settings that will 
accommodate both their needs and their children’s.16 
In Portland, children are served through several 
pre-K programs that operate in multiple settings, 
which helps boost access. Oregon’s Preschool Prom-
ise and Prenatal to Kindergarten (OPK) program 
offers high-quality options to families meeting 
financial need criteria, while Multnomah County’s 
new Preschool for All (PFA), approved in 2020, aims 
to provide universal pre-K by 2030.17 

Washington, D.C. and New York City have been able to 
increase access by using their existing mixed delivery 
systems.18 In 2014, New York City began designing its 
universal Pre-K for All program. Within two years, 
the program served almost 70,000 4-year-olds.19 
Washington, D.C. is a standout in not only creating a 
universal pre-K program for 4-year-olds, but also for 
3-year-olds. The city has been operating pre-K since 
the 1960s, but with the increased city investment in the 
Pre-K Enhancement and Expansion Amendment Act 
of 2008, the city was able to offer universal access to 
pre-K through the D.C. Public Schools, Public Charter 
Schools, and publicly funded community-based organi-
zations (see Figure 1).20 

The 2025 CityHealth analysis of the 75 largest cities 
found that three-fourths of cities (58 cities) offered 
pre-K programming that served at least 30% of the 
city’s 4-year-old population (see Appendix B). In 
2019, only 60% (24) of the largest 40 cities offered a 
pre-K program that served more than 30% of the city’s 
4-year-olds. However, it is difficult to make a true 
comparison between these two time periods for the 
following reasons: 

▪	 Between 2019 and 2025, 35 new cities were added 
to the analysis for CityHealth’s annual report, many 
of which had already been meeting this enrollment 
threshold standard at the time of their addition. 

Figure 1. Washington, D.C. Pre-K Enrollment
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Additionally, a disproportionate number of the 
new cities added to the CityHealth portfolio are in 
California and Texas, where access to pre-K is more 
widely available.21

▪	 Different programs were evaluated in 2019 as com-
pared to 2025. Out of the 40 programs assessed in 
2019, 27 of them (68%) were the same ones reviewed 
in 2024. This means that in 2024, 48 programs (64%) 
were not assessed in 2019. 

▪	 For most of the California cities, the pre-K program 
assessment switched from evaluating the pre-K 
program that operated in a mixed delivery system 
(California State Preschool Program (CSPP)) to only 
in public schools (Transitional Kindergarten (TK)). 
The policies for these 13 programs (not counting San 
Francisco) are quite different.

Due to these reasons, it is challenging to compare the 
two time periods; however, we have identified some 
general trends throughout the report.

Adequate & Sustainable Funding 
Streams 

Adequate and sustainable funding streams are neces-
sary to help ensure the longevity and quality of a pre-K 
program. Ideally, all children should be eligible for a 
pre-K program.22 This universal system would ensure 
that all children within a city, including those who may 
have limited access to pre-K or are disproportionately 
represented in the program, would have access to the 
same experiences. Some cities’ pre-K systems are fully 
funded by their state’s pre-K initiatives (e.g., Atlanta), 
but often this funding is insufficient to implement all 
of the components that lead to high-quality program-
ming.23 Many localities rely on local dollars to expand 
and/or improve the state program by: 

▪	 Enhancing program quality through offering addi-
tional professional development opportunities (e.g., 
Lincoln, Louisville, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, Wichita); 

▪	 Supporting curriculum implementation (e.g., all of 
the Texas cities offer pre-K curriculum support) and 
use of the state’s early learning standards (e.g., Mil-
waukee);

▪	 Requiring smaller group sizes and/or lower student 
to teacher ratios (e.g., California’s TK and Colorado’s 
state pre-K program do not have policies in place that 
meet the recommended class size of 20 or lower or 
student to teacher ratios of 10:1, however, some cities 
in both of these states have implemented policies to 
cap class sizes/ratios); and/or  

▪	 Supporting a system of ongoing quality improvement 
using structured classroom observation tools and 
using the information for decision making  
(e.g., Anaheim).

Other cities have used local dollars to create a new 
pre-K program that operates alongside the state pre-K 
program (e.g., Denver, San Antonio, Seattle).24 Across 
the country, 20 out of 70 of the nation’s largest cities (or 
counties that include the cities) have used local dollars 
to fund and implement local pre-K programs, sepa-
rate from the state pre-K program in 2023-2024 (see 
Appendix C).25 

Funding strategies that increase the likelihood of a 
program’s financial stability and have more political 
feasibility include the use of taxes (e.g., property, sales, 
income, parcel, expiration of pay in lieu of taxes (PILOT) 
incentives, specialty), blending funding sources, city 
general funds/budget set-asides, embedding in the school 
funding formula, private donations, and tuition.26 

Well-Designed Programs

Research has identified several characteristics 
associated with high-quality pre-K programs.27 
Building upon this research base, NIEER has created 
10 pre-K quality policy benchmarks. Four out of the 
10 address the workforce (lead and assistant teacher 
qualifications and education, ongoing professional 
development) and the remaining six address both 
structural policy decisions (required health screen-
ings, class size, and student to teacher ratios) and 
process policies (supports for curriculum implementa-
tion, the use of early learning child standards, systems 
of continuous improvement and support). See Appendix 
A for a full description of the 10 NIEER benchmarks.28 

Learn About Locally Funded and 
Administered Pre-K Efforts
Cities use a variety of strategies to fund pre-K pro-
grams. See example from 20 cities in Appendix C or 
go deeper by reading this report.

https://www.cityhealth.org/city-funding-strategies-to-support-public-pre-k-programs/
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In 2023-2024, 26 city pre-K programs met nine or 10 
NIEER benchmarks; 10 met eight NIEER benchmarks; 
and 35 met four to seven NIEER benchmarks. One city 
did not have a program; and three cities met fewer than 
three NIEER benchmarks (see Appendix B).

Health Screenings & Referrals
Screening for health issues provides both preventative 
health benefits and increased access to care for chil-
dren. To meet NIEER’s Health Screenings & Referrals 
benchmark, pre-K systems must have policies in place 
that require programs to ensure children receive vision 
and hearing screenings and at least one additional 
health screening, as well as referrals when need-
ed.29 This benchmark recognizes that children’s overall 
well-being and educational success involve not only 
their cognitive development but also physical health 
and well-being. For the 2025 CityHealth medals, 65 of 
the 75 CityHealth cities met this benchmark.  

In the case of California, each local educational agency 
(LEA: e.g., unified school district, county office of 
education, and charter schools) is responsible for 
implementing the state’s largest pre-K program, transi-
tional kindergarten (TK). The state offers guidance and 
some regulations, but additional decisions are made 
at the local level. See Appendix B for the California 
cities that have developed a policy that requires health 
screenings and referrals for TK. 

Class Size & Student to Teacher Ratios
Smaller class sizes and student-to-teacher ratios allow 
teachers more opportunity to provide individualized 
attention to children, and to gain a better under-
standing of each child’s needs and abilities, which 
can provide long-term positive impacts on educa-
tional success when combined with additional quality 
benchmarks. 30 In the 2023-2024 school year, 44 out 
of the 75 largest U.S. cities (59%) met this benchmark. 
Since 2019, there has been little movement in cities 
meeting the class size (20 or fewer children per class) 
and student-to-teacher ratio (1:10 or lower) quality 
benchmarks. One reason may be due to the additional 
number of classrooms that would need to be created to 
maintain the same number of funded slots. 

Learning Standards & Curriculum Support
Almost all of CityHealth’s 75 cities met the quality 
benchmarks for Early Learning and Development 
Standards (ELDS) (97% of cities) and Curriculum 
Supports (95% of cities). The ELDS are child devel-
opment standards that identify clear and appropriate 
expectations for learning and development across 
multiple domains (e.g., physical well-being and 
motor development, social/emotional development, 
approaches toward learning, language development, 
cognition and general knowledge). 31 The ELDS should 
be aligned with standards for younger and older 
children so that a child’s experiences build on prior 
knowledge. 32 To meet these two benchmarks, a city’s 
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pre-K system must support the implementation of the 
ELDS and curriculum. Cities can do this by: 

•	 Providing professional development on the ELDS so 
teachers can understand them and use them appro-
priately;

•	 Requiring the alignment of the ELDS to child assess-
ments and curriculum; 

•	 Allocating resources and/or providing other supports 
to assist programs in selecting a curriculum; and

•	 Offering training, technical assistance, and job-em-
bedded opportunities to learn how to implement the 
curriculum with fidelity.33

Workforce Qualifications & Supports 
Research suggests that teachers with higher edu-
cational levels generally provide higher-quality 
educational environments for young children.34 In 
addition to degree requirements, research—including 
the Institute of Medicine (IOM) and National Research 
Council (NRC) of the National Academy reports—have 
also emphasized that pre-K lead teachers should have 
specialized preparation that includes knowledge of 
learning, development, and pedagogy specific to pre-
school-age children.35

Qualifications. In 2023-2024, almost 80% (59 of 
75) of city programs required pre-K teachers to have 
a bachelor’s degree, and 71% required teachers to 
have specialized training in teaching young children. 
Additionally, fewer than 20% of cities require teaching 

assistants to have specialized training in teaching 
young children. One of the challenges for pre-K pro-
grams in meeting these three benchmarks is that often 
the policies for the pre-K programs differ by the setting 
in which the teacher works. Pre-K programs housed in 
public schools tend to require lead teachers to have a 
BA degree and licensure (which may or may not cover 
early childhood years/pre-K) and assistant teachers to 
have an AA degree, but not specialization in working 
with pre-K aged students. Nonpublic school settings, 
on the other hand, are typically regulated by child care 
licensing and do not require a BA degree for lead teach-
ers but do require early childhood knowledge for both 
lead and assistant teachers.

Pay Equity. Very few pre-K systems have addressed 
pay equity, the same salary and benefits as elementary 
school teachers based on qualifications. However, there 
are some local efforts underway to address some of this 
inequity:
•	 Washington, D.C. established the Early Childhood 

Educator Pay Equity Fund in 2021 through the Fiscal 
Year 2022 (FY22) Budget Support Emergency Amend-
ment Act of 2021. The Act also established the Early 
Childhood Educator Equitable Compensation Task Force 
that developed a proposed salary scale for early child-
hood educators differentiated by role (teacher and 
assistant teacher) and by credential level (not setting). 

•	 Multnomah County’s Preschool for All (PFA) has 
established a required salary scale based on quali-
fications for both lead and assistant teachers. In addi-
tion, PFA programs are required to offer paid time off 
and cover at least 50% of employee health insurance 
premiums.36

Professional Development (PD). Research has 
identified the components of an effective PD system: 
•	 Participation in a required number of professional 

development hours for both lead and assistant teach-
ers, often specified on an annual basis;

Explore Quality Standards in 75 Large 
U.S. Cities
See which large U.S. cities meet NIEER's 2025 quality 
benchmarks and learn about enrollment, data col-
lection, and local funding in Appendix B.
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•	 Required coaching or job-embedded training that 
occurs within the classroom during the pre-K day; 
and 

•	 A tracking system that is inclusive of both lead and 
assistant teachers, often referred to as an individual 
PD plan.37

Less than half of the 75 largest U.S. cities (45%) require 
that both lead and assistant teachers receive ongoing 
PD. In part, the low percentage of cities meeting this 
benchmark may be the result of many pre-K programs 
not requiring teaching assistants to participate in the 
same level of ongoing professional development as 
teachers. In addition, there are some cities in which 
one setting (e.g., Head Start) requires coaching or par-
ticipation in PD hours, but not all settings in which the 
program operates. 

Continuous Quality Improvement System
Data-informed program improvements help educa-
tors provide high-quality early learning opportunities, 
and programs must have a system to assess program 
quality which then guides improvement to meet this 
benchmark. Nearly 80% of cities report using a system 
of continuous quality improvement, which monitors 
program implementation and uses the data to guide pro-
gram improvement. Research has shown that the use of 
planning, observation and feedback is characteristic of 
highly effective programs.38 To meet this benchmark a 
city’s policy must require (1) the systematic collection 
of data on classroom quality, and (2) that the program 
use this data to improve program quality through policy 
or practice.39 Some pre-K programs, such as the Denver 
Preschool Program and the Cleveland Metropolitan 
School District Preschool Program, require program 
providers to participate in the state’s formal Quality 
Improvement System. Some cities, such as Boston, 
Philadelphia, and Seattle, have funded formal program 
evaluations to ensure that funds are used in providing 
high-quality pre-K for city residents.40, 41, 42

Equity Data
Collecting data on the demographics of students, fam-
ilies, and teachers allows local officials and residents 
to see not only who in their community has access to 
pre-K but also who is delivering the programming. This 
criterion is met if the city’s pre-K program collects 
race and/or ethnicity data on children, families, and/or 

teachers at the city level. Additionally, this data must 
be able to be reported publicly. In 2024-2025, 74 cities 
collected ethnicity/race data about their pre-K pro-
grams and were able to report that information.

Next Steps
This paper outlines the ways in which high-quality 
pre-K programming can positively impact children in 
the short- and long-term. Although equitable access for 
children across the U.S. remains a concern, many cities 
have stepped up to fill in gaps in access, with 70 of the 
75 largest cities providing additional funding and many 
cities adding additional quality components. Based on 
the research outlined in this report about the benefits 
of pre-K, it is clear why so many cities choose to invest 
in these programs: A high-quality early learning pro-
gram is a proven way to see a return on investments in 
child development.  

Some cities have enhanced the state’s pre-K program. 
For example, in California, there are policies that the 
city’s largest school district has developed that will 
allow the TK program to meet more of the NIEER 
benchmarks, such as most of the city school districts 
requiring child vision, hearing, and other screenings as 
well as referrals for follow-up as needed, even though 
the state policy does not require this to occur. In Texas, 
the state recently relaxed teacher qualifications for the 
state pre-K program, but only for teachers in nonpub-
lic schools. However, school districts can step up and 
require additional policies, such as Houston ISD, which 
requires a BA degree for pre-K lead teachers in all 
settings. 

However, early learning programs are not the only way 
to support young children. Cities may consider other 
evidence-based practices that support children’s devel-
opmental outcomes. These could include: 
 
▪	 Children’s Cabinets. These local-level systems 

typically include a group of agencies or organizations 
(e.g., parks and recreation departments, mayors’ 
offices, local school districts) who come together to 
support the needs of local children through collabo-
ration, data sharing, and vision setting. See the Local 
Children’s Cabinet for examples. 

https://forumfyi.org/ccn/local/
https://forumfyi.org/ccn/local/
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▪	 Supporting Infant and Maternal Health. The 
U.S. ranks 34th out of 38 countries who participate 
in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) in infant mortality rates, at 
four deaths per 1,000 live births (compared to 1.7 
deaths per 1,000 live births in the two highest-ranked 
countries).16 Cities can support the health of women 
and babies through local initiatives, such as the Cel-
ebrateOne initiative in Columbus, which includes a 
safe sleep promotion campaign and collaborations 
with health care providers. 

▪	 Baby bonds. These “start-up capital” funds are 
intended to provide families with a publicly-fund-
ed nest egg to address the inequitable distribution of 

wealth in the U.S. Funds could be accessed between 
ages 18-30 for costs such as college education, start-
ing a business, or purchasing a home. Simulation re-
search of the impacts of baby bonds shows they could 
be a useful tool for reducing income inequality.17 

Cities have powerful tools to support the healthy 
development of young children from investing in early 
learning to advancing policies that center families’ 
needs. When these investments are absent or frag-
mented, disparities in health, development, and 
long-term economic stability persist. By adopting 
thoughtful, inclusive policies that prioritize children 
and families, cities can interrupt these inequities and 
create the conditions for every child to thrive. 
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Appendix A. NIEER Pre-K Quality Policy Benchmarks

NIEER Policy Benchmark Description Why it Matters

Early Learning & 
Development Standards

Comprehensive early learning 
and development standards to 
guide teaching and assessment

Programs need clear and appropriate goals explain-
ing what children are expected to know and be able 
to do when they complete Pre-K.

Curriculum Supports Guidance for choosing and using 
content-rich curriculum

Programs should use curricula designed for young 
learners that focuses on language, literacy, math-
ematics, science, and social-emotional skills. It 
should also include support for classroom imple-
mentation to reach high degrees of fidelity.

Teacher Education Level Lead teachers required to have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher

Pre-K programs that have shown strong outcomes 
for children all require lead teachers to have at least 
a BA. 

Teacher Specialized 
Training

Lead teacher has specialized 
training for teaching Pre-K

Teachers need to understand how to teach young 
children in ways that are consistent with a child’s 
learning and development.

Assistant Teacher 
Education 

Assistant teacher has a for-
malized entry-level credential 
that focuses on early learn-
ing (e.g., Child Development 
Associate {CDA}) or equivalent in 
coursework

All members of a teaching team influence classroom 
quality, so assistants should hold at least an entry 
level qualification for teaching young children.

Professional Development Ongoing training for teachers 
and assistant teachers

Professional learning, including coaching and other 
classroom support, produces high-quality learning 
experiences for children.

Maximum Class Size Maximum number of children 
per classroom is 20

Effective Pre-K programs have small classes, 
enabling teachers to understand and address each 
child’s interests, needs, and capabilities.

Teacher-Child Ratio Ratio of teachers to children is 
1:10 or better

Working with small groups of children allows teach-
ers to offer more individualized attention, which 
results in better outcomes.

Health Screenings & 
Referrals

Screenings for vision, hearing, 
health, and/or development, 
along with referrals as needed 

Screening for health and development issues helps 
children get the help they need and often prevents 
later costly services.

Continuous Quality 
Improvement System

System to assess program qual-
ity and use of that data to guide 
improvement at the state and 
local levels

Using data to inform program improvement helps 
educators provide the high-quality early learning 
opportunities children need.

Sources: Friedman-Krauss, A. H., Barnett, W. S., Hodges, K. S., Garver, K. A., Duer, J., Weisenfeld, G., & Siegel, J. (2025). The State of 
Preschool 2024: State Preschool Yearbook. National Institute for Early Education Research; CityHealth & NIEER. (2025). Pre-K in 
American cities, updated. https://www.cityhealth.org/resource/pre-k-in-american-cities/
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Appendix B. 2025 Quality Standards* Met for City Operated Program or the State Program 
with Greatest Enrollment in City or State-Funded Pre-K
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Albuquerque:
City of Albuquerque % % % % % % % % % 9 % % %
Anaheim:  
Anaheim Elementary 
School District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % % % 6 % % %

Anchorage:
Anchorage School District 
Early Learning (Alcohol Tax 
Funded)

% % % % % % % % % 9 % %

Arlington:
Arlington ISD Pre-K % % % % % % 6 % % %
Atlanta:
Georgia Pre-K (Atlanta) % % % % % % % % 8 % % %
Aurora:
Aurora Public Schools 
Preschool Program  
(Adams-Arapahoe 28J
School District)

% % % % % % % 7 % % %

Austin:
Austin ISD Pre-K % % % % 4 % % %
Bakersfield:
Bakersfield City School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Baltimore:
Baltimore City Public 
Schools Pre-K Program

% % % % % % % % 8 % % %

Boston:
K-1 Universal 
Pre-Kindergarten

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Charlotte:
MECK Pre-K % % % % % % % % % % 10 % % %
Chicago:
Preschool for All % % % % % % % % 8 % % %

City:
Name of Program
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Cincinnati:
Cincinnati Public Schools 
Preschools

% % % % % % % 7 % % %

Cleveland:
Cleveland Metropolitan 
School District Preschool 
Program

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Colorado Springs:
Colorado Preschool 
Program (Colorado Springs 
School District 11)

% % 2 % % %

Columbus:
Columbus Early Start % % % % % % % % 8 % %
Corpus Christi:
Corpus Christi ISD Pre-K % % % % % % % 7 % % %
Dallas:
Dallas ISD Pre-K  
(DISD Pre-K)

% % % % % 5 % % %

Denver:
Denver Preschool Program 
(DPP)

% % % % 4 % % %

Detroit:
Great Start Readiness 
Program (Detroit)

% % % % % % % % % % 10 % % %

Durham:
Durham PreK % % % % % % % % % % 10 % % %
El Paso:
El Paso ISD Universal Pre-K % % % % % % 6 % % %
Fort Worth:
Fort Worth ISD Universal 
Pre-K 

% % % % 4 % % %

Fresno:
Fresno Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Greensboro:
NC Pre-K Program % % % % % % % % % 9 % %
Henderson:
Nevada Ready! State Pre-K  
In Henderson

% % % % % % % 7 % %
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City:
Name of Program
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Honolulu:
EOEL Public 
Prekindergarten Program 
in Honolulu

% % % % % % % % % % 10 % %

Houston:
Houston ISD Pre-K % % % % % % 6 % % %
Indianapolis:
No Program

NA

Irvine:
Irvine Unified School  
District TK

% % % % 4 % % %

Jacksonville:
Voluntary Prekindergarten 
(VPK) 

% % % % % 5 % % %

Kansas City:
Missouri Preschool 
Foundation Formula in 
Kansas City

% % % % 4 % %

Las Vegas: 
Nevada Ready! State PreK  
in Las Vegas

% % % % % % % 7 % %

Lexington-Fayette:
Kentucky Preschool  
Program

% % % % % % % % 8 % %

Lincoln:
Nebraska Early Childhood 
Education Program in 
Lincoln

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Long Beach:
Long Beach Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Los Angeles:
Los Angeles Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Louisville:
Kentucky Preschool  
Program in Louisville

% % % % % % % % % 9 % %

City:
Name of Program
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Memphis:
Tennessee Voluntary Pre-K  
in Memphis

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Mesa:
Quality First Scholarships 
(in Mesa)

% % % 3 % %

Miami:
VPK in Miami % % % % % 5 % % %
Milwaukee:
Wisconsin Four Year Old 
Kindergarten (4K)  
in Milwaukee

% % % % % 5 % % %

Minneapolis:
High-Five % % % % % % % % % 9 % %
Nashville:
TN Voluntary PreK % % % % % % % % % 9 % %
New Orleans:
LA4 Early Childhood  
Program (in New Orleans)

% % % % % % % % 8 % % %

New York City:
Pre-K % % % % % % % % 8 % % %
Newark:
NJ Expansion Program  
in Newark

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Oakland:
Oakland Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Oklahoma City:
Oklahoma Prekindergarten % % % % % % % % % 9 % % %
Omaha:
Nebraska Early Childhood 
Education Program  
(in Omaha)

% % % % % % % 7 % % %

Orlando:
VPK in Orlando % % % % % 5 % % %
Philadelphia:
PHLPreK % % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

City:
Name of Program
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Phoenix:
Quality First Scholarships 
(in Phoenix)

% % % 3 %

Pittsburgh:
Pittsburgh Public Schools 
Early Childhood Education 
Program

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Plano:
Plano ISD Pre-K % % % % % % 6 % % %
Portland:
Multnomah County 
Preschool for All

% % % % % % % 7 % %

Raleigh:
NC Pre-K (in Wake County) % % % % % % % % % 9 % %
Riverside:
Riverside Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

Sacramento:
Sacramento City Unified 
School District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % % % % 7 % % %

San Antonio:
Pre-K 4 San Antonio  
(Pre-K 4 SA)

% % % % % % % % % % 10 % % %

San Diego:
San Diego Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % 4 % % %

San Francisco:
Preschool for All (PFA) % % % % % % % % 8 % % %
San Jose:
San Jose Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % % % 6 % % %

Santa Ana:
Santa Ana Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % % 5 % % %

Ea
rl

y 
Le

ar
n

in
g 

&
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

s

C
u

rr
ic

u
lu

m
 S

u
p

p
or

ts

Le
ad

 T
ea

ch
er

 h
as

 B
A

C
la

ss
 S

iz
e 

2
0

 o
r 

Lo
w

er

TO
TA

L
Q

u
al

it
y 

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

s 
C

h
ec

kl
is

t 
S

u
m

A
ss

is
ta

n
t 

Te
ac

h
er

 h
as

 C
D

A
 o

r 
Eq

u
iv

al
en

t

Vi
si

on
, H

ea
ri

n
g 

&
 H

ea
lt

h
 S

cr
ee

n
in

g 
&

 R
ef

er
ra

l

Et
h

n
ic

it
y/

R
ac

e 
D

at
a 

C
ol

le
ct

ed
 a

t 
C

it
y 

Le
ve

l a
n

d
 A

b
le

 t
o 

b
e 

R
ep

or
te

d

S
p

ec
ia

li
ze

d
 T

ra
in

in
g 

in
 P

re
-K

S
ta

ff
-C

h
il

d
 R

at
io

 1
:10

 o
r 

Lo
w

er

3
0

%
 o

f t
h

e 
C

it
y'

s 
4-

ye
ar

 o
ld

s 
En

ro
lle

d
 in

 a
 

C
it

y/
C

ou
n

ty
/S

ta
te

 F
u

n
d

ed
 P

re
-K

 P
ro

gr
am

S
ta

ff
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

n
al

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

C
on

ti
n

u
ou

s 
Im

p
ro

ve
m

en
t 

S
ys

te
m

Th
e 

C
it

y 
A

d
d

s 
Lo

ca
l D

ol
la

rs
 t

o 
S

u
p

p
or

t 
Ea

rl
y 

C
h

il
d

h
oo

d
 E

d
u

ca
ti

on

City:
Name of Program



AN UPDATED LOOK AT PRE-K IN LARGE AMERICAN CITIES  |  15

Ea
rl

y 
Le

ar
n

in
g 

&
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

s

C
u

rr
ic

u
lu

m
 S

u
p

p
or

ts

Le
ad

 T
ea

ch
er

 h
as

 B
A

C
la

ss
 S

iz
e 

2
0

 o
r 

Lo
w

er

TO
TA

L
Q

u
al

it
y 

S
ta

n
d

ar
d

s 
C

h
ec

kl
is

t 
S

u
m

A
ss

is
ta

n
t 

Te
ac

h
er

 h
as

 C
D

A
 o

r 
Eq

u
iv

al
en

t

Vi
si

on
, H

ea
ri

n
g 

&
 H

ea
lt

h
 S

cr
ee

n
in

g 
&

 R
ef

er
ra

l

Et
h

n
ic

it
y/

R
ac

e 
D

at
a 

C
ol

le
ct

ed
 a

t 
C

it
y 

Le
ve

l a
n

d
 A

b
le

 t
o 

b
e 

R
ep

or
te

d

S
p

ec
ia

li
ze

d
 T

ra
in

in
g 

in
 P

re
-K

S
ta

ff
-C

h
il

d
 R

at
io

 1
:10

 o
r 

Lo
w

er

3
0

%
 o

f t
h

e 
C

it
y'

s 
4-

ye
ar

 o
ld

s 
En

ro
lle

d
 in

 a
 

C
it

y/
C

ou
n

ty
/S

ta
te

 F
u

n
d

ed
 P

re
-K

 P
ro

gr
am

S
ta

ff
 P

ro
fe

ss
io

n
al

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

C
on

ti
n

u
ou

s 
Im

p
ro

ve
m

en
t 

S
ys

te
m

Th
e 

C
it

y 
A

d
d

s 
Lo

ca
l D

ol
la

rs
 t

o 
S

u
p

p
or

t 
Ea

rl
y 

C
h

il
d

h
oo

d
 E

d
u

ca
ti

on

Seattle:
Seattle Preschool Program % % % % % % % % % % 10 % %
St. Louis:
Missouri Preschool 
Foundation Formula (PFF)  
in St. Louis

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

St. Paul:
St. Paul Public Schools 
Preschool 

% % % % % % % % 8 % % %

Stockton:
Stockton Unified School 
District Transitional 
Kindergarten

% % % % % 5 % % %

Tampa:
VPK in Tampa % % % % % 5 % % %
Toledo:
Toledo Public Schools 
Pre-K

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Tucson:
Pima Early Education 
Program (PEEPs): School 
District Expansion

% % % % % % % % 8 % %

Tulsa:
Tulsa Pre-K % % % % % % % % % 9 % % %
Virginia Beach:
Virginia Preschool 
Initiative (VPI) in Virginia 
Beach

% % % % % % % % % 9 % %

Washington, D.C.:
Pre-K % % % % 4 % % %
Wichita:
Pre-K in Wichita Public 
Schools

% % % % % % % % % 9 % % %

Notes: Quality standards were evaluated for the 2023-2024 school year. See: Friedman-Krauss, A. H., Barnett, W. S., Hodges, K. S., Garver, 
K. A., Duer, J., Weisenfeld, G., & Siegel, J. (2025). The State of Preschool 2024: State Preschool Yearbook. National Institute for Early 
Education Research. The use of equity data and enrollment was calculated using either the 2023-2024, 2024-2025, or 2025-2026 
school year.

City:
Name of Program
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Appendix C. Locally Funded* and Administered Pre-K Efforts

City Name of Program** More Information

Albuquerque Albuquerque Child 
Development Centers

Albuquerque’s Division of Child and Family Development Services 
oversees the City of Albuquerque Child Development Centers. 
The preschool program was established in 1989 by the city of 
Albuquerque in collaboration with the Albuquerque Public Schools. 

Anchorage Anchorage School District 
Early Learning (Alcohol Tax 
Funded)

In 2020, Anchorage voters approved Proposition 13 to establish a 5% 
sales tax on alcoholic beverages to fund several priorities includ-
ing pre-K classrooms to increase the kindergarten readiness for 
children from low-income households and/or those living in specific 
school districts. 

Boston Boston Pre-K In 2005, the city of Boston committed to providing free universal 
pre-K for all 4-year-olds. Since then, the program has continued to 
expand, adding the use of a mixed delivery system, and the ini-
tiative has become a combined effort between the Boston Public 
Schools and the City of Boston Office of Early Childhood. 

Charlotte MECK Pre-K MECK Pre-K began in 2018 and is funded through Mecklenburg 
County’s general budget with money raised from a 3/4 of a cent 
tax increase. The program has steadily grown and in 2025-2026, 
opened 10 new classrooms to bring the total number of slots of 
4-year-olds to 2,000.

Cincinnati Cincinnati Public  
Schools Preschools

The Cincinnati Public Schools (CPS) operates more than 136 pre-
school classrooms in 39 sites (magnet and neighborhood schools). 
CPS partners with Cincinnati Preschool Promise that supports 
preschoolers in providing tuition assistance and supporting CPS 
preschool programs in achieving higher levels of quality.

Cleveland Cleveland Metropolitan 
School District Preschool 
Program

Preschool classrooms within the Cleveland Metropolitan School 
District are required to achieve a 4- or 5-star quality rating on the 
state’s quality and rating system, Step Up To Quality. PRE4CLE is a 
public-private partnership within the city that helps support access 
to preschool programs and provides funding to enhance preschool 
facilities and increase the quality of programs. 

Columbus Early Start Columbus Early Start Columbus supplements state funding for pre-K through 
a mix of local funding and private donations. In 2025, approximately 
75% of the Mayor’s Office of Education’s budget was allocated to 
the Early Start Columbus Initiative, with a goal of serving 1,340 
students. 

Denver Denver Preschool  
Program (DPP)

DPP is funded by a dedicated sales tax first approved by voters 
in 2006, renewed and expanded in 2014, and permanently reau-
thorized in 2023. DPP is the city and county of Denver’s Local 
Coordinating Organization for Colorado’s Universal Preschool 
Program (UPK); parents can combine tuition credits from DPP 
and UPK to cover a greater portion of their preschool costs. 

Durham Durham PreK Since 2019, the Board of County Commissioners has dedicated 
a portion of local property tax revenue to covering seats for families 
who are not eligible for state-funded pre-K (i.e., families making less 
than 75% of the state median income) or Head Start (i.e., families 
making less than 130% of the federal poverty level).  

Minneapolis High Five High Five operates in Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS) and magnet 
schools. The program is overseen by the MPS Early Childhood 
Education Department which also operates programs and services 
for children from birth through 3rd grade. 

https://www.cabq.gov/family/child-and-family-development/child-and-family-development
https://www.cabq.gov/family/child-and-family-development/child-and-family-development
https://www.cabq.gov/family/child-and-family-development
https://www.muni.org/Lists/AssemblyListDocuments/Attachments/622429/AO%202019-148(S-1),%20As%20Amended%20OCR.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/618d75c273652229653275dc/t/6838b1343abe190575eb5e65/1748545852156/2024+Alcohol+Tax+Annual+Report_AIM+089-2025.pdf
https://www.bostonpublicschools.org/students-families/universal-pre-k-boston/history
https://www.boston.gov/departments/early-childhood
https://meckprek.org/
https://www.wbtv.com/2018/09/21/universal-prek-kicks-off-mecklenburg-county/
https://www.wbtv.com/2018/09/21/universal-prek-kicks-off-mecklenburg-county/
https://www.cps-k12.org/our-district/preschool
https://www.cps-k12.org/our-district/preschool
https://cincy-promise.org/about-us/
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/schools/registration-and-enrollment/preschool
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/schools/registration-and-enrollment/preschool
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/schools/registration-and-enrollment/preschool
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/schools/registration-and-enrollment/preschool/cmsd-preschool-sites
https://childrenandyouth.ohio.gov/for-providers/step-up-to-quality/step-up-to-quality/step-up-to-quality
https://pre4cle.org/our-work/
https://www.columbus.gov/Community/Department-of-Neighborhoods/Education-Resources
https://www.columbus.gov/files/sharedassets/city/v/1/finance/budget/2025/023-2025.pdf
https://dpp.org/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=21977345640&gbraid=0AAAAAqdDuzPB6IGepWdKKEwLO71psFp7n&gclid=CjwKCAiA0eTJBhBaEiwA-Pa-hQlluM1uy-s_D5ggbFlT9xQnWeCIH0G-O4EdjO8H5b9U1rqAol3cvhoCaUoQAvD_BwE
https://denverearlychildhood.org/for-programs/funding-opportunities/denver-preschool-program/
https://cdec.colorado.gov/universal-preschool-find-my-lco
https://cdec.colorado.gov/universal-preschool-find-my-lco
https://www.durhamprek.org/
https://www.mpschools.org/academics/ece/preschool-programs
https://www.mpschools.org/academics/ece
https://www.mpschools.org/academics/ece
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New York Pre-K New York City’s Pre-K program operates in three settings: NYC Early 
Education Centers (nonpublic school settings), District Schools, 
and Pre-K Centers (run by NYC public schools). The city has imple-
mented a coordinated enrollment system to assist families in 
selecting and enrolling in Pre-K.

Philadelphia PHLpreK Since 2017, the City of Philadelphia has operated its own preschool 
program, PHLpreK, with funding from the Philadelphia Beverage 
Tax.  The program is administered through the city’s Office of 
Children and Families and offers free full-day preschool to the city 
3- and 4-year-olds.  

Portland Multnomah County 
Preschool for All (PFA)

PFA is funded through a marginal tiered income tax on higher 
earners who live and work in Multnomah County, a tax that 
was approved by voters in 2020. PFA focuses on building a 
high-quality, accessible preschool system through investing in poli-
cies like workforce development. 

San Antonio Pre-K 4 San Antonio (Pre-K 
4 SA)

Pre-K 4 SA, funded by a one-eighth cent sales tax approved by 
voters in 2012 and reauthorized in 2018, has become a model pro-
gram focused on centering elements of high-quality pre-K, like an 
evidence-based curriculum and highly qualified teachers. 

San Francisco Universal Preschool (UPK) The San Francisco Department of Early Childhood (DEC) was created 
in 2019 through the alignment of San Francisco’s Office of Early Care 
and Education and First Five San Francisco to streamline the city’s 
early childhood system. One of the strategies for DEC was to develop 
high-quality early learning standards for the pre-K programs within 
the city. 

Seattle Seattle Preschool  
Program (SPP)

First funded through the 2018 voter-approved Families, Education, 
Preschool, and Promise (FEPP) Levy, SPP has continued to innovate 
by including summer extension to further support successful tran-
sitions to kindergarten, expand the Dual Language Initiative with its 
emphasis on culturally responsive programming, and offer SPP Plus 
programming, an inclusive model of instruction for children with an 
Individual Education Plan (IEP) and typically developing children in 
the general education preschool setting of SPP.  

Saint Paul Saint Paul Public Schools 
Pre-Kindergarten

Saint Paul Public Schools operates pre-K programs in a variety of 
settings and has language immersion programs and nature-based 
preschools. 

Toledo Toledo Public Schools 
 Pre-K

The Toledo Public Schools operates a preschool program through-
out the city. To support the city’s pre-K efforts, HOPE Toledo has 
been working on increasing access and the quality of the pre-K 
programs by partnering with school districts, the city, educators, 
parents, agency partners, funders, and local citizens.

Tucson Pima Early Education 
Program (PEEP): School 
District Expansion

PEEP scholarships were initially funded through Pima County’s 
share of the Federal American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding, local 
town funding, and complemented with donations to the United Way 
of Tucson and Southern Arizona. In May 2025, the County Board of 
Supervisors voted to replace ARPA funds with the Library District 
Tax levy, and to continue allocating city and town funding contribu-
tions to the program. Changes in Library District statutes allowed 
for this funding source to be used for early education and literacy 
programs once ARPA funds were no longer available.

https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/pre-k
https://www.myschools.nyc/en/
https://www.phlprek.org/
https://www.phila.gov/services/payments-assistance-taxes/taxes/business-taxes/business-taxes-by-type/philadelphia-beverage-tax-pbt/
https://www.phila.gov/services/payments-assistance-taxes/taxes/business-taxes/business-taxes-by-type/philadelphia-beverage-tax-pbt/
https://www.phila.gov/departments/office-of-children-and-families/
https://www.phila.gov/departments/office-of-children-and-families/
https://multco.us/programs/preschool-all
https://multco.us/info/multnomah-county-preschool-all-personal-income-tax
https://prek4sa.com/
https://prek4sa.com/
https://childrensfundingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-San-Antonio-case-study.pdf
https://sfcpac.org/upk/
https://sfdec.org/
https://sfdec.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/SF-DEC_Strategic-Plan_Final120722.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/education/for-parents/child-care-and-preschool/seattle-preschool-program
https://www.seattle.gov/education/fepp-levy
https://www.seattle.gov/education/fepp-levy
https://www.spps.org/academics/teaching-learning/pre-kindergarten/pre-k-schools
https://commed.spps.org/nature-pre-k
https://commed.spps.org/nature-pre-k
https://www.tps.org/early_childhood_education
https://www.tps.org/early_childhood_education
https://www.hope-toledo.org/about-hope-toledo
https://www.pima.gov/975/Pima-Early-Education-Program-Scholarship
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Washington, D.C. District of Columbia 
Universal Pre-K 

Among the first in the nation to invest in early education, 
Washington, D.C. began offering pre-K in the 1960s but signifi-
cantly increased its investment with the Pre-K Enhancement and 
Expansion Amendment Act of 2008 (Pre-K Act). The Pre-K Act pro-
vides a universally accessible pre-K program via a mixed-delivery 
system in the District of Columbia Public Schools, Public Charter 
Schools, and publicly funded Community Based Organizations.

*	 The pre-K programs identified in this table are those primarily funded through local funding, not state dollars. Many cities 
supplement their state pre-K programs to enhance the quality and/or increase access; however, those cities are not identified in 
this table. 

**	 Program names may have been updated to those used as of December 2025.

https://app.cfo.dc.gov/services/fiscal_impact/pdf/spring08/050708_4.pdf
https://app.cfo.dc.gov/services/fiscal_impact/pdf/spring08/050708_4.pdf
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