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pre-K. Note that this approach can work 
even for states and cities where private 
rather than public providers deliver most 
of the pre-K services.  

Adequacy and Equity
A patchwork of public and private 

organizations provides U.S. preschool 
education, which is funded by fee-paying 
parents, private foundations, and all three 
levels of government. Somewhat more 
than half of U.S. three- and four-year-
olds attend a preschool program, and 59 
percent of those children attend a public 
program.3  Enrollment varies by age, 
with most state and local pre-K programs 
limited to four-year-olds, while Head 
Start and preschool special education 
serve more equal numbers at each age. 

In 2016, state-funded pre-K enrolled 
roughly one-third of the nation’s four-
year-olds. States spent about $7.5 billion 
on pre-K.4  As part of many state pre-K 
programs, LEAs provide additional 
funding for their own initiatives and for 
preschool special education, but these 
expenditures are not tracked at state or 
national levels. 

Adequacy is easier to define than to 
judge.5  Funding is “adequate” if it is 
enough to provide an education capable 
of producing desired outcomes for 
students (e.g., to meet state standards). 
The question of how much funding is 
required for K-12 schools to meet that 
definition for the average child and for 
different children in different circum-
stances has fueled numerous school board 
debates and court cases. For preschool, 
the problem is made more difficult by 
lack of information on district pre-K 
expenditures. 

Nevertheless, it is safe to say that 
across the nation there is an adequacy 

Pre-K is widely acknowledged to be 
a sound public investment. When their 
pre-K programs are of high quality, disad-
vantaged children see particularly large 
benefits—higher test scores, less need for 
grade repetition and special education, 
and increased educational attainment.1  
Yet high-quality programs are in short 
supply. State boards of education can 
change this situation, but they must first 
figure out how to pay for it. 

One obvious approach is to incorpo-
rate pre-K into the existing K-12 school 
funding formula. That fewer than a dozen 
states have taken this approach suggests 
that it is neither simple nor easy. Putting 
pre-K into the school funding formula 
does not increase the revenue available. 
Unless the school-age population is 
declining, tax increases or reallocation of 
existing revenue are necessary to expand 
pre-K. Of course, this is true for any 
pre-K initiative. With the school funding 
formula approach, however, some may 
oppose what they view as creating a new 
entitlement, decreasing K-12 funding, or 
creating an unfunded mandate for local 
education agencies (LEAs). In addition, 
K-12 funding formulas are not perfect 
and often face criticisms over their 
adequacy and equity. Despite these very 
real concerns, the school funding formula 
can still be the best available option. 

Recently we compared states that use 
the K-12 formula to finance pre-K with 
those that do not to see how they all fared 
with respect to adequacy and equity.2  
States that use their K-12 formulas did 
better on both counts—that is, they have 
higher, more stable funding levels for 
pre-K and better coverage of the popula-
tion. A look at the varied approaches of 
those states enables us to derive some 
lessons for how state boards can best 
apply their existing funding formulas for 
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spend more on those with greater needs, who 
require more intensive services to catch up with 
their peers. 

Most state pre-K programs address equity by 
limiting eligibility to children at higher risk of 
not succeeding in school, including those from 
lower income families. However, states also 
commonly fail to fund programs at levels that 
allow all eligible children to enroll. Except when 
K-12 funding formulas are applied to pre-K, 
spending adjustments to meet differential child 
needs are rare.

To provide a sense of equity in access, table 
1 compares four-year-old enrollment in the 
major federal and state pre-K programs to the 

problem in pre-K financing. A formal analysis of 
what it would take to achieve specified learn-
ing goals rarely determines funding levels, and 
most public pre-K programs lack the resources 
to produce strong, lasting gains for children. 
They have less qualified teachers, less support 
for instructional improvement, and larger class 
sizes than in other pre-K programs. Funding per 
child also tends to be far lower. 

Equity is about fairness, and people differ 
in what they consider fair. In our view, equity 
increases as the number of children in low-
income families who are served increases, as 
they have the least access to high-quality private 
pre-K. Equity also increases when programs 

State

4-Year-Old Enroll-
ment in Head Start, 

Special Ed, and 
State-Funded pre-K 
as a Share of All 4s

Estimated Share  
of 4-Year-Old 

Population below 
150% FPL

Difference  
(percentage point)

Arizona 21% 38% -17%

California 46% 34% 12%

DC 81% 37% 44%

Florida 85% 37% 48%

Iowa 70% 26% 44%

Louisiana 46% 41% 5%

Maine 52% 29% 23%

Maryland 43% 21% 22%

Michigan 40% 34% 6%

Nebraska 35% 27% 8%

Nevada 15% 35% -20%

New York 61% 33% 28%

North Carolina 30% 37% -7%

Rhode Island 24% 29% -5%

South Carolina 51% 37% 14%

Tennessee 35% 38% -3%

Texas 58% 36% 22%

Vermont 75% 24% 51%

West Virginia 70% 37% 33%

Table 1. Estimated Coverage of At-Risk 4-Year-Olds in Select States

Sources: Pre-K enrollment data from Barnett et al. (2016); data on poverty share from Annie E. Casey Kids Count Data Center, 
2016.
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the programs vary in several key features (table 
2). Seven can be said to fully use the formula 
because they allow all age-eligible children to 
enroll and generate funding from the formula 
(though California’s Transitional Kindergarten 
is open only to children with birth days between 
September 2 and December 2). Of these, three 
fund a full day. Oklahoma and Washington, 
D.C., are two examples in which the school 
funding formula is used to fund pre-K in exactly 
the same way that K-12 is funded. 

West Virginia illustrates how states can adapt 
a formula funding to the more complex pre-K 
funding landscape. Although spending per pupil 
is set on par with K-3 spending and coverage 
is universal, West Virginia blends or braids 
Head Start and child care revenue to reach the 
full amount rather than depending entirely on 
education dollars. In essence, education revenue 
funds half a day, and other revenues fund the 
other half day of the formula amount. Other 
formula states fund only a half day of pre-K, 
much as many states fund only a half day of 
kindergarten.

Some of the states that use the K-12 formula 
for pre-K also administer another pre-K 
program that is not formula funded. Iowa, for 

percentage of four-year-olds below 150 percent 
of the federal poverty level (FPL) for selected 
states. The difference is calculated in column 
three, with positive numbers indicating more 
than enough enrollment to serve all low-income 
children and negative numbers indicating too 
little capacity. These admittedly rough estimates 
capture only potential capacity. Nonetheless, it 
is clear that capacity varies greatly from state 
to state (not even considering those that do not 
offer pre-K at all). 

State K-12 funding formulas determine 
how much funding is needed per pupil for an 
adequate education and how much of that the 
state will contribute to each school district. 
Ideally, the formulas are based on a realistic 
assessment of adequacy and make adjustments 
based on differences in needs of children, local 
capacity to raise revenue, geographic cost differ-
ences, and inflation, as well as the number of 
students enrolled. The extent to which they do 
so varies by state, but every formula makes some 
of these adjustments.6  

Eleven States Using K-12 Funding Formulas
Eleven states fund pre-K programs using 

their state’s school funding formulas, though 

State Program
Universal 
Coverage

Cap on  
Funding

Full-Time  
Equivalent

Pre-K/K-12  
Spending Ratio

CATK YES NO 0.50 0.98

DC YES NO 1.00 0.97

OK YES NO 0.92 0.88

WV YES NO 0.96 0.96

IA SVPP YES NO 0.50 0.32

VT YES NO 0.50 0.59

WI 4K YES NO 0.50 0.65

CO NO YES 0.50 0.48

ME NO NO N/A 0.67

MD NO NO 0.68 0.79

TX NO NO 0.76 0.53

Table 2. Use of School Funding Formula in State Pre-K Programs 

CATK = California Transitional Kindergarten; IA SVPP = Iowa Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program; WI 4K = Wisconsin 
Four-Year-Old Kindergarten
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and an estimate of the ratio of pre-K to K-12 
regular (non–special education) funding per 
pupil. The pairs of percentages should be 
reasonably close if the funding formula in a 
state generates similar amounts for pre-K per 
full-time equivalent and K-12. In some states, 
the data suggest that half-day pre-K is funded 
somewhat better, recognizing either higher 
costs for pre-K (e.g., due to smaller class size) 
or that a half day has some fixed costs per pupil 
that make it more expensive per FTE. In Texas, 
pre-K is less well funded per FTE because many 
districts offer full-day pre-K but the state still 
funds only a half day. That leaves Iowa as the 
only state using the formula in which pre-K 
appears to be underfunded relative to K-12.

In addition to examining the impacts of 
the use of the K-12 funding formula at one 
point in time, we also examined the impact 
on real spending per pupil over time. Figure 
1 compares real pre-K spending per pupil 
from 2005–06 to 2015–16 in states that use the 
school funding formula for pre-K with those 
that do not. This period includes the Great 
Recession. Real spending per pupil for both 
groups of states is indexed at 100 in 2005–06. 
Over the ensuing 10 years, the 11 states that 
financed pre-K programs with school financing 
formulas posted an average of 3.6 percent annu-
alized growth. The other state programs have 
declining per-pupil pre-K spending after the 
recession hits and only modestly recover so that 
their average annualized growth rate was just 
1.1 percent. This shows K-12 school funding 
formulas provided much greater stability and 
growth in real funding per pupil.

Among the states that do not use K-12 
funding formulas for pre-K, some use other 
formulas. The use of a formula suggests that 
funding levels are determined by some analysis 
of what is required to meet needs and standards. 
New Jersey is the most obvious example. Its 
major pre-K program was developed in response 
to a school finance court case, and the pre-K 
funding formula was derived from an analysis 
of the actual costs of meeting court-ordered 
standards. Spending per pupil in New Jersey is 
far above the national average. 

Michigan and Tennessee also developed 
formulas to determine state pre-K funding. 
Michigan is an above average spender, while 
Tennessee spends at about the national average. 

example, funds pre-K for the general population 
through the formula but retains a much smaller, 
older program targeting children from low-
income families that it provides with a much 
higher level of state funding than the formula 
would generate. This approach strengthens 
adequacy and equity by funding the most 
disadvantaged at a higher amount per child, but 
the targeted program lacks sufficient funding to 
reach all eligible children.

Some states employ just one part of the K-12 
formula to calculate pre-K funding, using the 
foundation aid level but not equalization, cate-
gorical, or other adjustments. Examples include 
Colorado and Texas. Both also limit eligibility 
to at-risk populations. In addition, Colorado 
does not require school districts to offer services 
to all eligible children who apply, and the state 
caps total spending annually. Colorado districts 
receive pre-K funding based on slot allotments 
rather than actual enrollment when the latter 
exceeds the allotment.

Texas provides another example of how addi-
tional funding may supplement the formula. The 
formula provides for half-day services for three- 
and four-year-olds who meet one of several 
risk factors, including family income below 185 
percent FPL, inability to speak or comprehend 
English, or a parent on military duty. In some 
years, the state has provided additional funding 
for full-day pre-K services, and many districts 
fund the remaining half day on their own. As 
in some other states, some LEAs fund full-day 
pre-K on their own when the state formula pays 
for only a half day. 

Maine uses its school funding formula to 
finance pre-K much as kindergarten is typi-
cally funded, except in one respect. Maine 
funds pre-K students directly on par with K-3 
spending per pupil. If districts choose to offer 
a full day of pre-K, they receive funding for a 
full day, but they can opt for a half day. This 
is not unusual in the sense that many states 
similarly leave the decision to offer full-day 
kindergarten to local discretion and fund a half 
or full day depending on district choice. What 
is unusual is that districts in Maine can choose 
whether or not to limit pre-K eligibility based 
on income, and then districts are funded based 
on enrollment. 

The last two columns of table 2 report the 
weighted average length of day for enrollment 

The 11 states that 
financed pre-K 

programs with school 
financing formulas 
posted an average  

of 3.6 percent 
annualized growth. 
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less per pupil and less for current enrollment 
because the formula shifts more of the respon-
sibility for funding the program to LEAs, not 
because spending per pupil would actually 
decline. Only Georgia would likely see a reduc-
tion in total expenditures because its program 
already approaches universal access with a 
relatively high level of funding.

 It is not clear that the states with negative 
estimates for half-day programs actually would 
spend less, though they might well break even. 
States already using the K-12 formula are 
projected to modestly increase expenditures for 
enrollment expansion. States that do not fund 
pre-K would need an increase of more than 1 
percent of the state’s total expenditure. Such 
large increases would undoubtedly take time, 
perhaps even a decade.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Only high-quality programs can produce 

the tremendous results that pre-K promises for 
children and taxpayers more generally, and such 
programs are costly. Yet we find that programs 
in states that are already using the K-12 funding 
formula for pre-K clearly have benefitted, 
including weathering the Great Recession much 

These examples suggest that when states deter-
mine funding based on an explicit assessment of 
the costs of providing an education that meets 
specified standards, they will see higher levels of 
funding per child.

Impact of Applying K-12 Funding Formulas
What if all states applied K-12 formulas for 

pre-K? We report our estimates of the finan-
cial impacts in table 3. We define universal 
access at 80 percent enrollment (as some will 
choose private preschools and others to stay 
home), and our estimates take into account 
the fact that many states offer half- or full-day 
programming. For states that solely fund one 
duration, we provide estimates for just that 
duration. For those where either a half- or full-
day might be provided and funded, we estimate 
both, thereby bracketing the range of potential 
financial impact. 

By reporting these estimates in millions 
of dollars and as a percentage of total state 
expenditures, we hope to provide a sense of the 
additional revenue that would be required from 
taxes, fees, or lotteries or from redistributing 
revenues now spent elsewhere.7  Remarkably, 
some states would actually end up spending 
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Figure 1. Programs That Use School Funding Formula Show Stronger, Steadier Growth, 2005–15
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Any state considering expansion to cover all 
children—or even all children in low-income 
families—should look to the example of West 
Virginia for how revenue might be braided 
and blended across education, Head Start, and 
child care with state leadership to minimize the 
increased financial burden on LEAs. 

It should not simply be assumed that shift-
ing to the K-12 formula shifts a fixed share of 
the burden to LEAs. States must do a careful 
appraisal of the extent to which LEAs already 
fund pre-K within and apart from state-admin-
istered pre-K. Some districts could find that the 
K-12 formula reduces their financial burden, 
allowing them to increase spending per child 
and coverage or even to shift financial resources 
to other needs.

Where additional revenue must be generated 
to fund pre-K through the K-12 formula, leaders 
will have to build political will.  

better than pre-K programs in other states. In 
addition, any process that determines funding 
based on the cost of meeting specific stan-
dards, variations in the needs of children, and 
variations in local funding capacity is likely to 
produce fairer, more adequate funding for pre-K 
than funding schemes that do not. Therefore, 
use of a K-12 funding formula should not be a 
purely mechanical process, though it does offer a 
kind of shortcut to better pre-K funding. 

Shifting to use of the K-12 formula does 
not remove the political challenges, however, 
which differ across the states with respect to 
total revenue required and the relative shares 
required from state and local government. 
Sometimes, the burden on the state would 
decrease. Where transition to the formula also 
means expanding eligibility to all children, the 
state burden would increase, but it could still 
be less of a burden than existing approaches. 

W. Steven Barnett is a Board 
of Governors professor and 

director of the National 
Institute for Early Education 
Research (NIEER) at Rutgers 

University, and Richard 
Kasmin is a research project 

coordinator at NIEER.

cont'd on page 46

Added State Spending 
Needed for Universal  
Coverage at K-12 SPP  
(millions of dollars)

Added State Spending as a  
Share of Total State Spending 

(percent)

State half-day full-day half-day full-day

Pennsylvania $128 $367 0.2% 0.5%

Rhode Island - $43 - 0.6%

South Carolina $46 $141 0.2% 0.6%

South Dakota $16 $32 0.4% 0.8%

Tennessee - $129 - 0.5%

Texas* -$307 $178 -0.3% 0.2%

Utah $86 $172 0.6% 1.3%

Vermont* -$1 - 0.0% -

Virginia $85 $240 0.2% 0.7%

Washington $145 $354 0.4% 1.0%

West Virginia* -$35 $14 -0.3% 0.1%

Wisconsin* -$52 $75 -0.2% 0.3%

Wyoming $29 $57 0.7% 1.4%

Table 3. What Universal Coverage Would Cost by State

* State is fully using the school funding formula for either half- or full-day coverage.  Sources: K-12 spending per pupil data 
adapted from U.S. Census Bureau (2016); pre-K spending per pupil and enrollment data from Barnett et al. (2016); state govern-
ment expenditure data from the U.S. Census Bureau's state and local government database for 2013.
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For starters, the public and their elected officials 
may need education about the role high-quality 
pre-K plays in enabling all children to meet state 
standards.8  Unless pre-K is adequately funded 
to support a well-educated, stable teacher 
force, reasonable class sizes, plus embedded 
coaching and other aspects of a strong continu-
ous improvement system, state pre-K invest-
ments are unlikely to be produce the desired 
outcomes.9  

Simply making the case for high-quality pre-K 
is unlikely to be sufficient. In our experience, 
wishful thinking often prevails in state discus-
sions of what it should cost to fund high quality 
pre-K. The best way to combat this problem 
is for each state to engage in a formal process 
to determine the resources required for high-
quality pre-K and how that might vary by child 
and community, as happens in the creation of 
K-12 formulas. 

States can make use of the Cost of Preschool 
Quality (CPQ) Tool, an Excel-based model 
available from the federally funded Center 
for Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes (for 
which we both work). The CPQ lets policymak-
ers calculate the full cost of quality (statewide 
or by community) and to estimate the cost of 
a new program or policy change to an existing 
program (e.g., changing class size or teacher 
qualifications, requiring salary parity between 
public schools and contracted providers, and 
expanding enrollment). The model also high-
lights inputs related to each of the National 
Institute for Early Education Research’s 10 
research-based preschool quality standards.10  

For those states that have engaged in such 
a process to inform pre-K funding, the results 
have been better than for those without the 
process. This approach can guide the adaptation 
of K-12 funding formulas to provide adequate 
and fair funding for pre-K based on careful 
appraisals of what is required to achieve a state’s 
goals for its young children. n
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