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STATEWIDE SURVEY OF EARLY EDUCATION 
& PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS  
 
The purpose of this project is to provide a resource for the groups working to adopt statewide program 
standards by: 
 

a. Collecting examples of successful state-adopted program standards  
b. Collecting the standards of selected national networks 
c. Collecting standards of selected Idaho organizations 
d. Developing a comparison matrix of all collected standards examples 
e. Indication of ownership or governance of managing the standards system, and ownership of who or what 

organization drove the efforts to make them statewide 
f. Outlining suggestions for Idaho based on findings. 

 
State Selection 
States were selected by reviewing national ratings of their programs. Using Pre-K Now and NIEER 
information, states with leading results were chosen from all states which have adopted Pre-K programs. From 
the pool of states with high quality early childhood education programs, a smaller group of eight states was 
selected. These eight states operate their Pre-K programs with differing original and continued support, 
oversight, and funding sources.  
 
The eight states summarized in this outline include: 
 a. Florida 
 b. New Jersey 
 c. North Carolina 
 d. Ohio 
 e. Oklahoma 
 f. Oregon 
 g. Maryland 
 h. Washington 
 
The states differ in the following areas: ages of youth served, time of the Pre-K standards’ adoption, and 
motivating parties responsible for creating the program standards, the governing bodies, funding sources. These 
factors vary widely. For example: New Jersey was court-ordered to provide Pre-K services to the lowest 
performing populations, wheras Oklahoma received strong top-down governmental support and funding for the 
full state. Florida maintains a voluntary Pre-K system, championed by a non-profit, a public figure and a mayor. 
 
Categories 
Creating a matrix of program standards common to all states is problemmatic because states define the term 
‘program standards’ differently, increasing the difficulty in finding and interpreting each different system. 
While similar in intended outcomes, states’ systems are inconsistent with eachother  in scope and detail; results 
vary. Some systems are mandatory and tied to state funding, state oversight and a rating system, while other 
systems serve as suggested guidelines.  
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Synthesis of Program Standards 
The categories used here have been selected because they fit the most basic groupings of standards across the 
board. While they are more detailed than some states’ standards and much less detailed than others, these basic 
categories of standards help to approach establishing equal foundation to all pre-k programs. 
 
1. Teacher Qualifications 

a. Teachers hold at least a bachelor’s degree 
b. Teachers are fairly compensated, at a level equal to K-12 teachers 
c. Teachers are trained in early childhood development and certified where applicable 
d. Pre-k classroom aides have a minimum of a child development associate credential 
e. Both the teacher and aide receive at least 15 hours per year of ongoing comprehensive training 

2. Low Teacher-Child Ratios and Small Class Sizes 
3. Research-Based Curriculum Aligned to K-12 Standards supporting: 

a. Cognitive Development 
b. Physical Development 
c. Social Development 
d. Emotional Development 

4. Families are Involved with the Pre-K Program 
a. Direct communication with classroom teachers, such as:  parent conferences, home visits, and regular reports 
b. Parents able or required to serve on a governing board or committee, assist in the classroom, help with field trips, or share 

expertise 
5. Health 

a. Screening for special needs 
b. Full screening for: vision, dental, screen children's vision, hearing, and general health in order to identify problems and make 

appropriate referrals early.  
c. Breakfast and/or lunch served to ensure proper nutrition. 
d. When needed, families should be given access to social services or to information about  nutrition, parenting, and family 

support.  
 
 
Note: The use of the term ‘program standards’ variaties across agencies and states and is often unclearly defined. In discussions, a 
common understanding of program standards is important. 
 
 

PROGRAM STANDARDS BY STATE 
 

Florida  
Voluntary Prekindergarten Program (VPK) 2007-2008 
Florida’s support of pre-kindergarten has been a difficult ride; however, legislation was passed in 
December 2004 to provide free, voluntary pre-k for every four year old in the state beginning in 
August 2005.  Florida’s Voluntary Prekindergarten (VPK) program was established in 2005, in 
response to a 2002 state constitutional amendment requiring universal availablility of preschool 
programs to all 4-year-olds whose parents want them to attend. Florida's fight for pre-k has been led 
by Dave Lawrence, former publisher of the Miami Herald; Alex Penelas, Mayor of Miami-Dade 
County; and Roy Miller, president of the non-partisan Children's Campaign.  
 
FLORIDA PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS 

• Children participating in the state’s subsidized child care program can receive wrap-around services.  
• Meals and snacks are required for full-day programs. 
• Public schools, Head Start, and subsidized child care programs receive vision, hearing and physical health 

screenings.  
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• Accreditation is only required for programs that are not licensed. 
• Teachers in the summer program must have a BA in early childhood, primary or preschool education, family and 

consumer science, or elementary education. Teachers in the school-year program must have a CDA or equivalent 
and have completed a Department of Education course on emergent literacy. 

 

Oklahoma   
In Oklahoma's case, their Governor championed early childhood education for his state and the legislature followed. Oklahoma began 
in 1980 with pilot programs for districts interested in providing Pre-K services and programs for four year olds. 
  
OKLAHOMA PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS 

• The number of children in a group shall not exceed twenty (20). The adult-child ratio shall not exceed 1:10. Any enrollment 
that exceeds ten (10) shall require the employment of a teacher assistant. 

• The school district shall ensure the teacher assistant is provided professional development in early childhood education. 
• The program shall encourage family involvement to support the child's education experience. 
• The learning environment shall:  

o Be arranged in centers to provide for the individual and group learning experiences.  
o Be equipped with movable furniture of the correct size.  
o Have adequate materials and supplies available in sufficient quantities to meet the needs of the children in the class.  
o Have restroom facilities that will accommodate four-year-olds.  
o Provide for a playground area that is accessible and safe.  

It is recommended that space requirements be based on thirty-five (35) square feet per child, and that the classroom 
has a sink with running water. 

• The curriculum shall be appropriate for the age and development level of the students. A process to provide continuity 
between the early childhood program and the kindergarten program shall be established.  

• The program shall be directed toward developmentally appropriate objectives for such children, rather than toward academic 
objectives suitable for older children. 

• The program shall accommodate the needs of all children and families regardless of socioeconomic circumstances. 
• The program shall require that any teacher employed by a public school to teach in such early childhood program shall be 

certified in early childhood education. 
• A vision and hearing screening shall be provided for all pre-kindergarten students 

 
 

Oregon 
Oregon's advocates and lawmakers are rapidly gaining momentum in their efforts to offer quality pre-k to more of the state's most at-
risk children. The Oregon Head Start Prekindergarten (OPK) program was established in 1987 as the state counterpart to the federal 
Head Start program. The state's Department of Education and the regional Head Start office govern the program collaboratively. OPK 
adheres to federal Head Start Performance Standards and fulfills 8 out of 10 NIEER quality benchmarks. Although in 1991 the 
legislature pledged to expand the program to reach all eligible children, this goal has not been reached. Until the 2008-2009 school 
year, funding for the program remained relatively flat. Strong leadership from the Ready for School campaign elevated pre-k as a 
leading issue in the 2006 gubernatorial campaign and during the 2007 legislative session. 

OREGON PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS 
·  Require one adult for every 10 4-year-olds, and a maximum class size of 20 in child care centers. [2007]6 

Child care regulations require one adult for every 10 children, and a maximum class size of 20. 
·  Require one adult for every four 18-month-olds, and a maximum class size of eight in child care centers. [2007]6 

Child care regulations require one adult for every 4 children, and a maximum class size of 8. 
·  Allocate state or federal funds for a network of infant/toddler specialists that provide assistance to child care providers. 

[2009]7 
·  Have early learning���������������	
	���
	���������	���	������������������ �����	���������� � �

 

Maryland  
Maryland is on the list of states to watch. All 24 school districts in Maryland receive state funding for pre-k, and 
districts may subcontract with Head Start and private child care centers to provide services that meet program 
standards. Maryland also uses state funds to supplement Head Start, providing extended-year and extended-day 
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services as well as quality improvement. The state funds another initiative, the Judith P. Hoyer Early Care and 
Education Enhancement Program, to support comprehensive early childhood centers that are based in or linked 
to schools. Also, the state has implemented a Five-Year Action Plan to improve school readiness for all children 
entering kindergarten and has developed program and early learning standards for pre-k, Head Start, and child 
care centers. In 2008, Maryland achieved two more National Institute for Early Education Research quality 
benchmarks bringing the program total to nine of 10 and making Maryland a national leader in early education 
quality. 

MARYLAND PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS 
× Teacher degree: BA 
× Teacher specialized training: N–3 certification, Specializing in pre-K 
× Assistant teacher degree: HSD, CDA or equivalent 
× Teacher in-service at least 15 hours/year 
× Maximum class size of 20 or lower 
× Staff-child ratio of 1:10 or better 
× Screening/referral: Vision, hearing, health; and and support services lead screening; and support services 
× At least 1 meal /day 
× Monitoring: Site visits and other monitoring 

 

New Jersey 
New Jersey was court-mandated in 1998 by their state supreme court to provide Pre-K and early educational program standards to the 
counties with the lowest performing children. Today, the state is a national leader in standardizing early educational programs for 
children ages 3 and 4. Thanks to expanded educational funding in 2008, the system of Pre-K is now being offered to all counties. 
  
NEW JERSEY PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS 

• Teacher must hold at least a bachelor's degree  
• Teacher must be certified in Early Childhood Education  
• Programs must use an approved curriculum  
• Class size limited to 15 children with a teacher and an aide  
• Pre-K teachers' salaries are equivalent to other K-12 salaries  
• Children receive vision and hearing screening  
• Special needs assessment  
• Adequate & nutritional meals served  
• Adequate state funding for all programs  
• Transportation, health and other related services are provided as needed 

 
North Carolina  
North Carolina has been a model state for early education, particularly in expanding the availability, affordability, and quality of early 
childhood programs and integrating pre-k and comprehensive early education services in an innovative way. The North Carolina More 
at Four pre-k program was established in 2001-2002 as one of the key education initiatives of Governor Mike Easley's administration 
and later reinforced by a court ruling that the state should provide pre-k for all at-risk four year olds.   
  
NORTH CAROLINA PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS  

· Facility Requirements 
· Sites must provide breakfast and/or snacks and lunch meeting USDA requirements during the regular school day. 
· Activities, instruction, or communications which promote religious beliefs shall not be directed toward children 

participating in More at Four during the More at Four school day. 
· Child Health Assessments: A health assessment is required before a child can enter the More at Four Pre-Kindergarten 

Program and must have been conducted within 12 months of programentry. The health assessment must include: 
1. Physical examination 
2. Up-dated immunizations 
3. Vision screening 
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4. Hearing screening 
5. Dental screening 

· Developmental Screening 

· More at Four programs must be knowledgeable about Foundations: Early Learning Standards for North Carolina 
Preschoolers and Strategies for Guiding Their Success, and use these early learning standards to guide their planning of 
developmentally appropriate, high-quality prekindergarten experiences for children 

· Classrooms are required to use a comprehensive curriculum selected from the list of preschool curricula approved by the 
State Board of Education 

· Classrooms are required to conduct ongoing assessment to gather information about each child’s growth and skill 
development, as well as inform instruction. 

· The classroom will not exceed a maximum staff-to-child ratio of 1 to 9 with a maximum class size of 18 children, with one 
teacher and one assistant teacher per classroom.  

· A rest/quiet period is required for each child every day, the length of which shall be determined according to the individual 
needs of each child.  

· Classrooms shall provide high-quality indoor and outdoor learning environments that support the implementation of 
Foundations: Early Learning Standards for North Carolina’s Preschoolers and Strategies for Guiding Their Success, as well 
as the chosen curriculum.  

· More at Four classrooms shall provide meaningful opportunities for families to be engaged in their child’s education. 
 

Washington 
The mission of the Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program (ECEAP) is to help low-income and other at-risk children 
succeed in both school and life. The program provides Washington’s most-in-need children with early education, parental 
involvement, family support, and health and nutrition services. In 2008, more than 8,000 children across 37 counties participated in 
ECEAP. Ninety percent of all four year old children served in ECEAP must come from families earning up to 110 percent of the 
federal poverty threshold. Public and private community-based organizations and schools receive direct funding from the state through 
a grant process and can also contract with other organizations to offer services. The state increased investments in the comprehensive 
learning program in 2007, allowing 2,250 more children to attend. The program meets nine of the 10 benchmarks of quality as 
established by the National Institute for Early Education Research. 
 
WASHINGTON PRE-K PROGRAM STANDARDS  

• Children participating in the state’s subsidized child care program can receive wrap-around services.  
• Meals and snacks are required for full-day programs. 
• Public schools, Head Start, and subsidized child care programs receive vision, hearing and physical health 

screenings.  

• Accreditation is only required for programs that are not licensed. 
• Teachers in the summer program must have a BA in early childhood, primary or preschool education, family and 

consumer science, or elementary education. Teachers in the school-year program must have a CDA or equivalent 
and have completed a Department of Education course on emergent literacy. 
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 Who provides the leadership? 
Each state has a different history and process for adopting 
statewide program standards for Pre-K. The standards 
themselves were created and adopted out of a collaborative 
disscussion with all relevant key agencies in the state. Adopted 
standards are in line with the NIEER and based on research 
regarding early childhood development, learning environments 
and best practices.  
 
Once program standards reached consensus, most states 
moved oversight and evalution responsibilities to: 1) Department 
of Health and / or Department of Health and Welfare; 2) A 
neutral assessment organization endorsed by key agencies and 
perhaps the state.While many states’ stadardization began with 
mandates from the legislature or with calls from their governor, 
still others received their imperative from the judicual branch. 

Pre-K on the National Level 
On a national level, the number of four year olds enrolled in Pre-K programs is increasing. 
Though funding per child remains lower than the ideal in most of the 38 states with an adopted 
statewide Pre-K program, 33 out of 38 states improved enrollment. Some states have also 
expanded their programming for three year olds. Benchmark rating is most commonly provided by 
NIEER. Pre-K Now provides state profiles and overviews for all states with an adopted system of 
early learning program standards. Certainly, the research reflects the growing importance and 
recognition of Pre-K programs and standardized care for three and four year olds. 
 

Note on rating systems  
and accretitation: 
Data collection and standard evaluations 
regarding Early Education programs are 
halmarks of successful states. Ratings and 
accretitations may be tied to funding and 
licensure. 
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KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN IDAHO 
 
IDAHO STARS 
IdahoStars’ Quality Rating and Improvement System (QIRS) has outlined standards for child care centers in the 
areas of group size, staff to child ratio, and environmental standards which are in line with accepted national 
standards. IdahoStars provides assessment of programs, referrals, early education rating as based on 
environment, curriculum, and health needs. Program Standards are not solidified or isolated for consideration. 
The rating system is voluntary. 

 
IDAHO DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND WELFARE 
The EC3, or Early Childhood Coordinating Council meets regularly at the mandate of the Governor. Currently 
reviewing Head Start and Health programs, the EC3 has developed and published a curriculum and 
environmental guide for Early Learning. Program standards such as child to staff ratio or staff education 
requirements are currently unavailable. 
 
IDAHO AEYC 
Idaho AEYC references the Prekindergarten Policy Framework, which provides a useful overview of the 
imperative for statewide program standards for Pre-K: 
 

Leadership for prekindergarten initiatives can come from all three branches of 
government, from ballot initiatives, and from nongovernmental sources such as advocacy 
groups, citizen’s commissions, professional organizations, and philanthropists or 
philanthropic organizations. Leadership does not have to come from one source. In fact, 
successful efforts often have a convergence of leadership in one or more of these groups. 
Some examples, and their advantages and disadvantages, follow. 
 
Executive branch. Executives, especially governors, often have strong relationships with 
policymakers and are well-positioned to garner the resources needed to fund 
prekindergarten programs. They are in unique positions to share their agenda with the 
public and to build widespread support for new initiatives. However, executive-led 
prekindergarten initiatives can be limited by the natural lack of continuity in leadership. 
When a new government official with different goals and objectives is elected or 
appointed, support for specific programs favored by the previous administration may not 
continue. 
 
Legislative branch. The legislative branch of government typically holds the purse 
strings. When prekindergarten programs receive the endorsement of legislators, adequate 
funding for services is more likely to follow. In addition, legislators tend to be highly 
responsive to their constituents and advocacy groups. The challenge is to craft the 
legislation so that it produces a program and a constituency that will sustain the program 
through subsequent reauthorizations after legislative champions leave. 
 
Judicial branch. Although judicial action encourages program implementation, rulings 
generally do not provide detailed guidelines for how prekindergarten programs should be 
designed or implemented. Responsibility for program implementation can be ambiguous, 
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and the courts often leave issues related to program administration, design, service 
coordination, and finance unresolved. 
 
Voter initiatives. A mandate from the voters gives a focus to the work of the governor 
and the legislature, but it leaves many unanswered questions about what the program will 
look like and how the state will pay for it. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR IDAHO 
1) With key agency coordination, adopt the most basic standards: 

• Child to staff ratios of 10:1 
• Class size maximum of 20 children 
• Based on an approved curriculum 
• Provide basic health and services referrals 

 
2) With key agency coordination and input, adopt the most commonly used set of standards. 

• Child to staff ratios of 10:1 
• Class size maximum of 20 children 
• Based on an approved curriculum 
• Provide basic health and services referrals 
• Provide health screening to all kids 
• A nutritious meal and snacks provided 
• Teacher will hold, at minimum, a bachelor’s degree 
• Teacher’s Assistant will be appropriately certified and trained in early childhood development 

 
3) With key agency coordination and input, adopt the highest rated program standards. 

• Child to staff ratios of 10:1 
• Class size maximum of 20 children 
• Based on an approved curriculum 
• Provide basic health and services referrals 
• Provide health screening to all kids 
• A nutritious meal and snacks provided 
• Teacher will hold, at minimum, a bachelor’s degree 
• Teacher’s Assistant will be appropriately certified and trained in early childhood development 
• Regular teacher inservices 
• Continued, relevant training for teachers 
• Provide transportation if necessary 
• Review Early Education providers regularly, and collect data on programs 
• Participate in a rating system and / or accretitation  
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