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The Florida’s Early Learning Consortium (EL Consortium) is a state partners advocacy group with the 
established commitment to: Ensuring that Florida’s early learning system is high quality and affordable, is 
accountable and equitable for providers, affords informed parental choice, ensures competent teachers, and 
imposes no unfunded mandates to achieve our shared vision of success for Florida’s children”. Currently the EL 
Consortium membership includes: 

 Association of Early Learning Coalitions 
 Children’s Forum 
 Florida Association of Child Care Management 
 Florid Children’s Council 

 Florida Head Start Association 
 The Children’s Movement 
 United Way of Florida 

 

Although FLAEYC is not a paid member at this time, because we have expressed interest in exploring this 
possibility, I have been invited to the table as the FLAEYC representative. FLAEYC has been included in the 
conversations regarding the current legislative priorities and planning for this year’s session. 

To date, the EL Consortium has produced two documents to be distributed throughout the state in preparation 
for this session. These documents have been provided to the Board and may be distributed to our members and 
colleagues. 

To join the EL Consortium, there is a membership fee that is currently $10,000 for the Consortium fiscal year 
(July- June). However, at the end of each year, the members review their expenditures and if there is a balance 
remaining, then they reduce the cost of membership for the next year (i.e.- $7,500 for the 2018-19) year. 

Two additional groups have been invited to join the EL Consortium- Florida Head Start Association (FHSA) 
and FLAEYC. Since the membership will be for ½ of the fiscal year, the membership fee has been reduced to 
$5,000. In July 2019, the membership fee amount will be reviewed and determined for the 2019-20 year. 

FHSA has now joined the EL Consortium and, as you can see, their Association has been added to the listing of 
Consortium members. At this time, FLAEYC has not joined and the Consortium understands that the Board is 
considering their options regarding Membership. In discussion with Ted Granger, Consortium Chair, he has 
indicated that if the commitment is made to join, then FLAEYC may make payments between now and June 
30th. 

If FLAEYC can make that commitment, then our Association name will be added to the online version of the 
Legislative Priorities and the VPK Analysis and Recommendations and we will continue to meet with the 
Consortium as plans are developed for this legislative session. 
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Early Learning Consortium 

Legislative Priorities for 2019 

Florida’s Early Learning Consortium is committed to ensuring that Florida’s early learning system is high quality and 

affordable, is accountable and equitable for providers, affords informed parental choice, ensures competent teachers, 

and imposes no unfunded mandates to achieve our shared vision of success for Florida’s children. 
 

 

 

Accountability 

Support implementation of the 
provisions of HB 1091 from the 
2018 Legislative Session to 
ensure differential payments and 
professional development are 
made available to child care 
providers. 

 
Increased 
Funding 

An increased investment in the 
VPK Base Student Allocation 
(BSA), allowing providers to afford 
the resources necessary for high 
quality programming. 

 

Help Me Grow 

An overall appropriation of $4.5 
million to fund current Help Me 
Grow Affiliates and expand to 
additional counties to provide 
comprehensive and coordinated 
services statewide promoting the 
healthy development of children. 

VPK Assessment 

Establish parameters for the procure- 
ment of a VPK Readiness assessment 
that follows the recommendations set 
forward in the Committee for Early 
Grade Success report to adequately 
measure learning gains and readiness 
across all appropriate domains. 

 

T.E.A.C.H. 
Scholarships 

An appropriation of $10 million to 
fund approximately 8,000 T.E.A.C.H. 
scholarships to increase the number 
of lead teachers in early learning with 
child development credentials. 

 

WAGE$ 

An appropriation of $525,000 to fund 
the infrastructure for Early Learning 
Coalitions to opt-in to Child Care 
WAGE$ using their quality dollar 
allocations enabling approximately 
3,000-3,500 early childhood 
educators, access to education-
based salary supplements. 

 
 

 
 

 

The Early Learning Consortium is a group of key influential early learning leaders that have organized to work together and improve 

Florida’s early learning system benefiting the hundreds of thousands of children served annually. Comprised of early learning provider 

associations, funders and subject-matter experts, the Early Learning Consortium provides recommendations to state leaders and 

policymakers that advance the system and improve outcomes for children. 
 

• Association of Early Learning Coalitions 

• Children’s Forum, Inc. 

• Florida Association of Child Care Management (FACCM) 

• Florida Children’s Council 

• Florida Head Start Association (FHSA) 

• The Children’s Movement of Florida 

• United Way of Florida 
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Florida’s Voluntary Prekindergarten Program

Funding Analysis and Recommendations

Florida Early Learning Consortium

Florida voters passed a constitutional amendment in 2002 creating a universal prekindergarten program for all 
children who are four years of age by September 1st of each year. The constitutional language was amended to 
read as follows:  

“Every four-year old child in Florida shall be provided by the State a high quality pre-kindergarten learning 
opportunity in the form of an early childhood development and education program which shall be voluntary, 
high quality, free, and delivered according to professionally accepted standards. An early childhood devel-
opment and education program means an organized program designed to address and enhance each child’s 
ability to make age appropriate progress in an appropriate range of settings in the development of language 
and cognitive capabilities and emotional, social, regulatory and moral capacities through education in basic 
skills and such other skills as the Legislature may determine to be appropriate.” (Article IX (I) b. Constitution 
of the State of Florida). 

Statutory language passed in the 2005 Legislature provided for creation and implementation of the Volun-
tary Prekindergarten (VPK) Program to begin in September of that year (F.S. 1002.53). The program features 
a mixed delivery system based on parental choice and enables services to be offered in private for-profit and 
nonprofit child care and prekindergarten centers, family child care homes, and public settings in elementary 
schools, as long as the programs meet the defined criteria for participation (F.S. Title 48, Ch. 1002.53-.55).  
Parents may choose between a school year program of 540 hours (which is 50% of the time allotted for K-12 
education) or 300 hours during the summer. 

Florida’s National Ranking on Spending, Access, and Quality

Forty-four states offer prekindergarten services for children. According to the Na-
tional Institute of Early Education Research (NIEER, 2018), average state spending 
nationally is $5,008 per child with a high of $18,054 for Washington, D.C. and a low 
of $1,948 for Nebraska. Florida ranks 42nd out of 44 states in spending per student at 
$2,437 in 2018-19. In contrast, Florida is second in the nation in regards to program 
access as all four-year-olds are eligible to participate. Currently, more than 77% of 
eligible children are enrolled.  

NIEER also evaluates the quality of state-administered prekindergarten programs 
based on 10 benchmarks:

1. Early learning and development standards
2. Curriculum supports
3. Teacher degree
4. Teacher specialized training
5. Assistant teacher degree
6. Staff professional development
7. Maximum class size
8. Staff-child ratio
9. Screening and referral
10. Monitoring/Continuous quality improvement system

Florida meets two of the quality benchmarks including #1 (early learning and development standards) and #7 
(class size of 20 or lower). While experts debate the benchmarks and their overall contribution to quality, they 
have become accepted criteria for comparison among states.

  Florida ranks 
42nd out of 44 

states in 
spending per 

student at $2,437
in 2018-19.



Florida VPK Funding History

Funding for the VPK program is appropriated annually through the legislative budget process. Table 1 (Florida 
Office of Early Learning, 2018) shows the history of funding since the program’s inception. The highest level of 
funding the program received occurred during the 2007-08 legislative session. The next five years show a con-
tinual decline in the base student allocation (BSA) from 2009 – 2014. In 2014, the program received a $50 BSA 
increase, which remained level through the 2017-18 school year.  

Table 1.  Voluntary Prekindergarten Program Funding History

Providers of the VPK program argue that state funding is insufficient to meet the constitutional mandate that 
requires the program to be high quality and delivered according to professionally accepted standards. At the 
height of funding in 2007-08, the program received $2,677 per student. When adjusted for inflation in 2018, 
the total would be $3,333 per student. Given the 2017-18 appropriation of $2,437, the program has a decreased 
investment of $896 per student, which severely affects the ability of providers to deliver high quality early 
education. In contrast to public school funding, VPK providers in private for-profit or nonprofit settings must 
include infrastructure costs for buildings, which is not calculated in the K-12 FTE funding base. It should be 
noted that VPK BSA is for 540 hours during the school year or 300 hours in the summer as compared to a K-12 
FTE of 1,080 hours. Thus, VPK is 50% of the total hours administered in K-12 education during the school year.  
However, the ratio of teachers to students is considerably higher in K-12 (1 teacher per 18 students in K-3) than 
in VPK (1 teacher per 11 students), which requires two adults and a class size no larger than 20 students.

Florida’s K-12 Funding History

The base allocation or FTE for Florida’s K-12 students for the past 10 years is shown in Table 2 (Senate Ap-
propriations Subcommittee on Education meeting materials, December 2018). The 2009-10 FTE per student 
was $6,847. The FTE for 2018-19 is $7,407. When adjusted for inflation, K-12 student funding has $766 less 
buying power than it did in 2009-10. It should be noted that the FTE allocation does not include capital outlay 
funding, whereas VPK providers must include those costs in their program operations.  

Table 2.  History of Public School Funding per FTE

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19

$6,847 $6,897 $6,217 $6,377 $6,769 $6,891 $7,090 $7,197 $7,305 $7,407

Fiscal 
Year 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09

2008-09 
Special 

Ses-
sion

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18

Base 
Student 

Allocation 
(BSA) 

Specified 
Proviso

$2,500 $2,560 $2,677 $2,628

Summer:
$2,190

Summer:
$2,190

Summer:
$2,179

Summer:
$2,026

Summer:
$2,026

Summer:
$2,026

Summer:
$2,080

Summer:
$2,080

Summer:
$2,080

Summer:
$2,080

School 
Year:

$2,575

School 
Year:

$2,575

School 
Year:

$2,562

School 
Year:

$2,383

School 
Year:

$2,383

School 
Year:

$2,383

School 
Year:

$2,437

School 
Year:

$2,437

School 
Year:

$2,437

School 
Year:

$2,437



Other Cost Contributors

Research affirms that the most important determinant of quality in early childhood classrooms is the teach-
er and the interactions that occur between teachers and children (Manning, Garvis, Fleming, & Wong, 2017).  
Maintaining a well-trained and stable workforce is essential to ensure positive child outcomes. Yet, the capacity 
of VPK providers to offer a competitive salary has become increasingly more difficult resulting in higher turn-
over, less competent instructors, and program instability (Whitebook, Phillips & Howes, 2014). VPK programs 
compete with companies such as Amazon that offer a beginning wage of $15 per hour.

The settings where VPK services are delivered vary. Regardless of the setting, 
the expectation is that the required staffing ratio of teachers to students must be 
maintained (F.S. 1002.63 (7)). Inasmuch as the child care/early learning field is 
relatively low paid with a median wage of $10.09 to $11.70 per hour in Florida 
(Whitebook, McLean, Austin, & Edwards, 2018), minimum wage increases have 
affected the ability of providers to retain teachers who are qualified to teach in VPK 
settings. In 2007, the minimum wage was $6.67 per hour. In 2019, the minimum 
wage is $8.46 per hour, which represents a 27% increase, but is still an unlivable 
wage. 

Summary

The literature is clear that the years from birth to kindergarten are the most important years in forming the 
necessary foundations for later school success (Institute of Medicine, 2015). The architecture of the brain is 
actually wired during this formative period.  

Chart 1.  Rates of Return to Human Capital Investment.

Dr. James Heckman, Nobel Laureate economist, calculated the rate 
of return for investments in human capital 
(2004). Chart 1 shows that the greatest return 
on investment is during the period from birth 
to five. Between 85% - 90% of brain growth in 
children occurs before kindergarten. During 
the years of formal schooling, there is less 
brain growth and the return on investment is 
less as well. Yet, Florida invests the least when 
that investment has the greatest potential for 
return.  

The Florida Chamber of Commerce understands the relationship 
between early education and Florida’s future and includes early edu-
cation under Talent Supply and Education in their Six Pillars Frame-
work. This understanding led to creation of the Business Alliance for 

Early Learning to educate members and the public on the importance of investing in young children. To maxi-
mize opportunities for long-term education and workforce success, VPK must be high quality according to pro-
fessionally accepted standards as promised in Florida’s Constitution. Funding must follow in order to achieve 
this important goal.

Early learning programs must be licensed or, if not licensed, must be accredited in order to offer VPK, which 
mandates higher standards than those required by minimum child care licensing standards. The Early Learn-
ing Consortium published a Cost Modeling Analysis (2017) to better understand the true cost factors contribut-
ing to higher quality in Florida’s system of early care and learning. The analysis revealed that child care busi-
nesses are confronted with the financial reality that they cannot afford to offer high quality programs, maintain 
appropriate staff to child ratios, recruit and retain competent and qualified teachers, provide relevant and 
timely professional development, and deliver age-appropriate curriculum and assessment without additional 
funding over and above that provided by the state. 

n
Between 

85%-90% of 
brain growth in 
children occurs 

before kindergarten.



Some programs no longer accept VPK students as the additional funding needed to operate the program makes 
it unaffordable. Lack of access to quality programs further widens the achievement gap for vulnerable VPK 
students, who have the most to benefit from a high quality preschool experience.

Table 3 shows the comparisons between requirements for VPK that contribute to costs and those for K-3 
programs in public schools. VPK requires a minimum of a Florida Staff Credential (FCCPC or ECPC), which is 
a competency-based credential requiring that teachers work in the classroom at least 480 field-based hours, 
attend 120 hours of training, and develop a portfolio demonstrating core competence. One teacher is required 
for the first 11 students, and two adults are required for a maximum class size of 20. The VPK program length is 
540 hours during the school year or 300 hours in the summer prior to kindergarten entry. Building and infra-
structure costs are the responsibility of the VPK provider for those served outside of public school settings and 
must be absorbed into the BSA. The BSA for VPK for 2018 is $2,437 per student.

In contrast, a bachelor’s degree is required for teachers in K-12 public education as well as the summer VPK 
program. The class size for kindergarten is a maximum of 18 students with one teacher, and the school year 
FTE is 1,080 hours. Public schools do not have to absorb infrastructure costs in their FTE as there are separate 
funds for capital outlay for buildings. Finally, the FTE for students in K-12 is $7,407 in 2018.

While the cost of a teacher in VPK is less than a teacher in K-3 due, in part, to the degree requirements, the 
teacher to student ratios in VPK and K-3 mitigate those savings, and those costs are further increased for VPK 
providers due to the infrastructure cost responsibilities.

Table 3:  Cost and Funding Comparisons between VPK and K-3.

Teacher 
Qualifications

Teacher to 
Student Ratios Program Length Infrastructure Costs BSA / FTE 

Funding 2018

VPK Florida Staff  
Credential, or  
Bachelor’s degree 
for summer program

1:11

(2 adults for a 
classroom of 11 
to 20 children)

540 hours (school 
year) 300 hours 
(summer)

Building costs  
embedded in BSA

$2,437

K-12 Public 
Schools

Bachelor’s degree 
minimum

1:18

(K-3)

1,080 hours Capital Outlay not 
included in FTE. 
Separate funding for 
infrastructure.

$7,407

Recommendations  

Based on the cost analyses and current spending, the Early Learning Consortium recommends that the BSA for 
Voluntary Prekindergarten be funded at a minimum of 50% of the FTE for K-12 public education annually. For 
2018, the amount recommended per student would be $3,704. We further recommend that the funding remain 
consistent for the summer 300-hour program since teachers are required to hold a bachelor’s degree, which  
increases program costs proportionately.  

Without this level of increase in the BSA, the number and quality of providers offering VPK 
is likely to diminish, which directly affects the school readiness of Florida’s children. This 
increased appropriation will enable VPK programs to be more competitive in hiring and re-
taining qualified teachers to ensure higher quality instruction, providing supports to improve 
teacher/child interactions, and ultimately increasing the number of children who enter  
kindergarten ready to succeed in school.  

Recognizing that the cost for implementation likely represents funding challenges for Florida, 
the Consortium recommends a phased-in approach. The difference between the current   
appropriation and the recommended BSA (at 50% of the K-12 FTE appropriation) is $1,267 
per student. Florida serves approximately 170,000 students in VPK. The cost to fund VPK at 
50% of the K-12 FTE is $215,390,000 ($1,267 x 170,000 students). A phased-in approach of 
25% per year ($317 increase per student) over the next four years would lessen the financial 
burden on the state, yet recognize the importance of addressing the critical funding needs of 
the program. The cost for the 2019-20 year would be $53,847,500 with subsequent budget 
year appropriations moving towards the goal of 50% BSA of the Florida K-12 student FTE. 
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About the Early Learning Consortium

The Early Learning Consortium is a group of key influential early learning leaders that have  
organized to work together and improve Florida’s early learning system benefiting the hundreds of 
thousands of children served annually. Comprised of early learning provider associations, funders 
and subject-matter experts, the Early Learning Consortium provides recommendations to state  
leaders and policymakers that advance the system and improve outcomes for children.
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Children’s Forum, Inc.

Florida Association of Child Care Management (FACCM)

Florida Children’s Council

Florida Head Start Association (FHSA)

The Children’s Movement of Florida

United Way of Florida

This paper was contributed by Dr. Phyllis Kalifeh on behalf of the Early Learning Consortium.  

For questions or comments, please contact: pkalifeh@thechildrensforum.com.



“Early childhood programs pay 
dividends for life. We see savings 
as early as kindergarten, reduced 

burdens on the schools.
We see savings in the 

teenage years. We see a direct 
link to higher adult productivity 

and self-sufficiency.”

James Heckman
Nobel Laureate in Economics

Learn more at heckmanequation.org




