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Implementing Universal Prekindergarten  

in New York:   

Blended Funding and Other Financial Considerations 
 
 

Universal Prekindergarten 

In 1997, the New York State Legislature enacted universal prekindergarten for four-year-olds as 
part of a bill to improve education.  Funding of $67 million dollars was appropriated for the 1998-
99 school year to be administered by the State Education Department (SED) as grants to local 
school districts.  Funds are allocated based on need and number of eligible 4 year olds.  Each 
school district must appoint a PreK Policy Advisory board to recommend whether the district 
should implement PreK and to create a plan for implementation.  At least 10% of the funding is for 
collaborative universal PreK services arranged through contracts between school districts and a 
range of eligible community-based agencies.  Universal PreK is distinct from New York’s older 
PreK program -- the formerly ‘experimental’ PreK -- which began in 1966 and continues to be 
funded along with the new universal PreK. 
 
Universal Prekindergarten can be implemented in a variety of settings and should offer a number 
of options in response to the needs of families and children.  Innovation in program design, 
creativity and collaboration to use all of the community’s early childhood resources are expected 
and necessary.  To meet its responsibilities for oversight and accountability, the districts need to 
plan and budget for leadership and supervision of prekindergarten programs.  The financing of 
these new programs is a key consideration.  This chapter offers information about ways to 
finance several program options for prekindergarten.  The discussion is linked to the program 
options described in the Steps to Universal Prekindergarten Guidebook  published by the State 
Communities Aid Association.  The options presented are based on the wisdom of experience 
gathered from several districts and eligible community agencies already engaged in 
collaboratively funded programs.  Financing for the district’s oversight of all its prekindergarten 
programs is discussed at the end of the chapter.   

Prekindergarten programs in context 

Universal PreK programs can be operated by public and nonpublic schools, in eligible community 
agencies such as Head Start programs, child care centers, nursery schools, approved preschool 
special education programs (4410 providers) and in family child care homes – as long as the 
requirements set out by the SED for universal PreK are met.  Some organizations operate more 
than one type of program under the same roof and sometimes within the same classroom.  At a 
minimum, universal PreK programs must be at least 2 ½ hours per day, five days per week and 
operate for at least 180 days per year.  In any setting, there are essentially three basic options for 
universal PreK programs:  part-day, school-day and extended day.  Any of these may operate for 
the school year only, or for the full calendar year.  Collaborative universal PreK programs -- those 
operated by other eligible agencies through a contract with a school district -- can be developed 
to offer any of several options.  To operate a universal PreK program, an agency must show that 
it is in compliance with the regulatory requirements that govern it as well as with the SED’s 
universal PreK program regulations.   



 

Characteristics of NY’s early childhood services 

In general, early childhood programs in New York have many features in common – facility 
requirements, health and nutrition practices, class sizes, educational programs -- that make them 
easily adaptable to operating universal PreK programs.i  Head Start programs, because they are 
required to offer comprehensive services, provide a substantial degree of support services and 
family involvement compared to most other programs and usually provide transportation.  
Approved preschool special education programs (4410 providers) are required to provide 
comprehensive educational services and also often provide transportation.  Nursery schools 
outside New York City are not required to be regulated and thus may not meet some of the 
universal PreK requirements, such as those for the facility.   

CLASS SIZE 

Universal PreK requirements allow for class sizes of 18 or 20 (and allow for a waiver to be 
requested on class size).  A class of 18 children must be staffed by one teacher and one teaching 
assistant or teacher aide; a class of 20 children must be staffed by one teacher and two teaching 
assistants or teacher aides.  For a variety of reasons (e.g., state regulatory requirements, Head 
Start performance standards, best practice research), the typical early childhood program in New 
York operates with a class size of 16 for four-year-olds.  Depending on the needs of the children, 
the class sizes may be smaller.   

STAFFING 
Universal PreK programs operated directly by schools (including 4410 providers) must employ 
certified teachers, that is, teachers who are certified, or licensed in New York City, to teach in the 
early childhood grades (e.g., PreK-6 certificate).  If children with limited proficiency in speaking 
English are in the universal PreK program, the teacher’s certificate must have the bilingual 
extension.  If the universal PreK program is operated by an organization that is regulated by an 
agency other than the State Education Department, the teacher may meet the standards of the 
regulatory body governing that organization and there must be an on-site educational director 
who is certified, or licensed in New York City, to teach in the early childhood grades.  Instead, the 
organization may opt to hire a certified (or licensed) teacher for the universal PreK program.  By 
the 2001-2002 school year, teachers in universal PreK programs in these organizations must be 
certified (or licensed in New York City) to teach in the early childhood grades. 

SOME IMPORTANT DISTINCTIONS 
Except in New York City, the main difference between public school and other early childhood 
programs is teacher qualifications.  In New York City, all early childhood programs including 
nursery schools are required to have teachers who are licensed to teach the early childhood 
grades (the same as public schools).  Outside New York City, the minimum requirement for a 
teacher (i.e., head of group) in Head Start and child care is a Child Development Associate (CDA) 
credential, or an Associate (or higher) degree in child development or early childhood education 
or a related field. ii  Many early childhood programs in New York State employ teachers who are 
already certified or teachers who can achieve certification. iii  All teachers in preschool special 
education programs are certified or licensed.   
 
Early childhood programs differ on the issue of parent fees.  Head Start is a free program 
supported primarily by federal funds; preschool special education services are free to eligible 
children and supported at public expense regardless of their family income. Parents are not 
charged fees in either program.  Primarily only very low-income families are eligible for Head 
Start, however, the exception is that Head Start programs may enroll up to 10% “over-income” 
children, that is, whose family income is above federal poverty level.   
 
Nursery school and child care programs -- usually open to families at all income levels -- charge 
tuition to families.  Some families are eligible for public subsidies administered by the county; 
these subsidies pay the child care tuition for an eligible child up to a set limit (called the “market 



 

rate”) that varies by county.  Families pay a portion of this subsidy (called the “co-pay”); the 
amount varies in relation to their income and family size, not the tuition charged by the program.     

Serving children with disabilities 

Universal PreK programs must be willing and able to include children with disabilities.  Preschool 
children with disabilities can be served at home, or in any early childhood program setting, 
including in universal PreK programs.  The concept of ‘least restrictive environment’ governs 
placements.  The child’s IEP (Individualized Education Plan), developed by a multi-disciplinary 
team including the child’s parents, must state the educational and related services required for 
that child’s education and the setting in which they are to be delivered.  When the team develops 
the IEP, parents are asked to identify the child care location they have arranged for their child, or 
another site at which services will be provided, including in a universal PreK program.  These 
teams operate within the school district’s Committee on Preschool Special Education (CPSE).  
The CPSE recommends each child’s special education services and placement to the local 
school board for its approval.  Funding for approved preschool special education programs and 
services is provided by the municipality (county) where the child resides, with 59½% of the cost 
reimbursed by the State.   

Financing prekindergarten program options 

Universal PreK funds can be layered (or ‘blended’) with other funds within existing programs 
and/or to create new programs.  The benefits of the blended approach are many.  Combining 
funds from various sources maximizes the use of existing resources and may result in modest 
cost savings overall that can be applied to expanding other needed early childhood services 
beyond universal PreK, or can accelerate the phase-in of universal PreK.  Combining universal 
PreK with other early childhood programs has the potential to enhance the quality of all early 
childhood programs in New York.  In some programs supported by parent fees, the addition of 
universal PreK funds could help make the program more affordable for families through modest 
fee reductions.   
 
The primary goal of the universal PreK program is to extend the opportunity for preschool 
education to all four-year-olds in New York.  To achieve the goal of universal access to PreK 
programs requires a dual emphasis on service expansion:   
 

• Existing programs that offer early education for 4 year olds become universal PreK 
programs, and  

• New opportunities for universal PreK are created in all eligible community 
organizations and in schools.   

 
Creating new opportunities will require start-up investment as well as funds for the ongoing 
operational expenses.  Start-up costs include both renovation and initial equipment as well as 
training for new staff.  Renovation costs can vary widely depending on the conditions of the space 
to be converted to use for preschoolers.  The cost for new equipment for a classroom can run 
between $8,000 and $15,000.  Existing programs for 4 year olds can become universal PreK 
programs by designating a portion of their program as universal PreK and/or by adding the 
universal PreK hours to their program.  Several examples of blending funding for universal PreK 
programs are described below.   
 
School districts can create universal PreK programs operated by schools using state universal 
PreK funds exclusively or by blending those funds with other funds to create a universal PreK 
program.  Some school districts operate locally funded nursery schools, Title I funded preschools, 
‘experimental’ PreK and/or preschool special education programs.  Some operate Head Start and 
child care programs.  Universal PreK funds can be blended with the funds that support these 
programs.  By blending funds, districts can serve more children and/or extend the program day 



 

and/or year of an existing program.  All of the blended funding models for universal PreK 
discussed below can be operated by a public school, as well as by the other agencies eligible to 
operate universal PreK.  Given available physical space, all of the blended funding models can be 
used to create new opportunities for universal PreK.   
 
The examples of universal PreK program options that follow are illustrative and hypothetical; they 
do not represent the actual financial picture of any one program.  They are based on information 
provided by directors of early childhood programs that operate with funding from several sources 
blended to support the program’s total costs.  Such programs are accountable to each funding 
source and report separately to each source on the expenditure of those funds.   
 
For ease of discussion, the examples conform to the basic daily patterns for early childhood 
programs:  part day, school day and extended day.  At a minimum, universal PreK programs must 
operate at least 2½ hours per day, five days per week and for at least 180 days per year.   

Financing part day universal PreK 

A part-day universal PreK program can be operated directly by a school or by an eligible 
community agency.  Part-day, school year operation is the norm for most nursery schools, 
preschools and for some Head Start programs and 4410 providers.  These eligible agencies can 
offer part-day universal PreK by designating a classroom as universal PreK.  For example, a 
Head Start program must operate at least 3½ hours per day and many may run double sessions.  
Some operate single sessions for 4 or 5 hours a day or longer.  A school district could collaborate 
with a Head Start program to offer universal PreK like this: 

 
Example 
A school district can contract with a Head Start agency that already operates a four-hour 
program for four year olds for the ten months of the school year.  There are several 
classrooms of 16 children each; some of the children have IEPS and are receiving 
special education services.  All of the children benefit from the program’s comprehensive 
services and the transportation that is provided.  The total annual cost of this program is 
$4,000 per child (not including the cost of special education for specific children).  The 
agency desires to offer a universal PreK-Head Start classrooms.  This can be financed by 
allocating costs between the two funding sources on the basis of hours. 
 
One classroom = 16 children @ $4,000 = $64,000 
 
Based on 2.5 hours of the 4 hour day, the universal PreK portion would be 62.5%, which 
is $40,000 for the classroom of 16 children, or $2,500 per child.   
By the addition of universal PreK funds, the agency could free up Head Start funds which 
could be used to lengthen the program day and/or year, expand Head Start services to 
more children, or provide other needed services for Head Start eligible families.   
 
Summary of costs for a part-day program 
Universal PreK costs =  $ 2,500 
Head Start costs =  1,500 
Total costs =  $4,000 
 
The cost of universal PreK within a part-day program would be $2,500 per child. 

 
Many nonpublic schools including those with religious affiliations offer preschool or nursery 
school and are eligible to offer universal PreK.  School districts can contract with nonpublic 
schools as well as nursery schools to offer universal PreK similarly to the Head Start example 
above.   
 



 

Example:  A school district wishes to contract with a nursery school to offer universal 
PreK.  Suppose that the nursery school operated five days per week for ten months and 
charged $2,500 annual tuition.  The nursery school day is 3 hours long and there are two 
classrooms for 4 year olds of 16 children each.  The educational program of the nursery 
school meets all the universal PreK requirements, but because it is not required to be 
licensed, its facilities may not meet universal PreK regulations and need to be upgraded 
to comply.  Additional staff will have to be hired to provide the family involvement and 
social service supports required for universal PreK.   
 
One classroom = 16 children @ $2,500 = $40,000 
 
Using cost allocation based on 2.5 hours of the 3 hour day, the universal PreK portion 
would be 83%, which amounts to $33,200 for the classroom of 16 children or $2,075 per 
child.  Parent tuition for a child who was enrolled in universal PreK would be reduced by 
this amount (i.e., annual tuition could be reduced to $425 – the cost of the ½ hour each 
day beyond universal PreK).   
 
The nursery school estimates that the costs of upgrading their facility will be $5,000 and 
that offering universal PreK will require additional administrative costs for recordkeeping, 
reporting and supervision requirements ($3,600); increased expenses for teacher training 
($2,000); and program enhancements for family support/social services ($10,000) for a 
total of $20,600 for enhancements. 
 
The enhancements to meet universal PreK requirements are considered separately 
because they are necessary regardless of the number of universal PreK students 
enrolled (for calculating universal PreK costs) and they were not part of the program 
costs prior to universal PreK (for calculating parent tuition reductions).  For example, if 
half of the classroom (8 children) was contracted as universal PreK, the cost per child 
would be the allocation based on hours ($2,075) plus 1/8 of the cost of enhancements 
($2,575 = $20,600/8), for a total per child cost of $4,650.  If the entire classroom of 16 
children was contracted to be universal PreK, the total cost of the classroom of 16 
children would be $53,200 ($33,200 + $20,600).  Dividing this total by 16 children shows 
that the cost of universal PreK would be $3,325 per child. 
 
Summary of costs for a part-day program 
Universal PreK cost = $ 3,325 
Parent tuition =       425 
Total cost = $ 3,750 
 
The cost of universal PreK within a part-day program would be $3,325 per child. 
 

?  It is important to note that the enhancements necessary to create universal PreK and 

their costs will vary considerably among agencies depending on the nature of the 
services each agency already offers.  The above example is illustrative only.   

 
Another eligible provider of universal PreK is the special education program provi ders approved 
under Section 4410 of Education Law.  No enhancements are needed for 4410 providers to meet 
universal PreK requirements.  Approved preschool special education programs must operate for 
a minimum of 2½ hours per day, five days per week for 180 days per year.  This is a half-day 
program.  Programs that provide services three or more hours per day are full-day programs.  All 
programs must be approved by the State Education Department. 
 
Special Class in an integrated setting (SC/IS) is a classroom in which children with disabilities 
and their typically developing peers are taught together.  SC/IS may be staffed by one teacher 



 

certified in special education and aides or assistants, or may be a team-teaching approach with 
one certified special education teacher and one certified teacher qualified to teach young children 
without disabilities.  A minimum of 50% of the children must be nondisabled.  All children with 
disabilities have an IEP placing them in the SC/IS.  Both educational and related services can be 
provided in the SC/IS.  (A Special Class [SC] is an approved preschool special education 
program where 100% of the children enrolled have disabilities.)   
 
Through an IEP approved by the local board of education, preschool students with disabilities 
enrolled in universal PreK, Head Start, nursery school, nonpublic school or a child care center 
may receive educational services from a special education itinerant teacher (SEIT).  A program 
that provides SEIT services must be approved by the SED.  The SEIT services can be provided 
in conjunction with the child’s universal PreK (or other program).  These services may be 
provided directly to the child by a certified special education teacher and/or indirectly to the child’s 
universal PreK (or other) teacher for a maximum of two hours per week.  
 
To understand the financial aspects of an SC/IS offering universal PreK, the rate setting method 
for SC/IS has to be considered.  Rates are set in the initial year of operation, based on the budget 
of total costs for operating the program, based on a certain size (number of children).  A tuition 
equal to the Office of Children and Family Services (formerly Department of Social Services) local 
market rate for child care centers serving children ages three to five is deemed to apply to the 
nondisabled children who will participate.  This amount is then subtracted from the total 
classroom cost.  This new total is then divided by the number of children with disabilities to arrive 
at their tuition rate.  Tuition rates in SC/IS range from $5,400 to $37,300 depending on 
geographic location, severity of children’s disabilities, related services, length of the day and the 
number of children in the class.   
 
Parents of children with disabilities pay no fees for special education services; the tuition is paid 
by the county (with partial state reimbursement).  The ‘deemed’ tuition rate is paid by parents of 
nondisabled children enrolled in the SC/IS, or is paid on behalf of income-eligible families through 
child care subsidy funds.   
 

Example 
A school district can contract with a 4410 school to offer universal PreK.  The SC/IS is a 
half-day, school year program with comprehensive services and meets all the universal 
PreK requirements.  The 4410 school will designate one of its 4-year-old classes as 
universal PreK.  Class sizes in SC/IS are often smaller than in other early childhood 
programs.  The classroom has 15 children and could offer services to eight or more 
nondisabled children.  The parents of the nondisabled children now pay tuition at the 
‘deemed’ tuition rate of $3,200.  The tuition rate for children with disabilities is $15,000 
paid by the county and state.   
 
The ‘deemed’ tuition rate for nondisabled children would be the amount not reimbursable 
through the special education tuition rate.  The county’s local market rate for child care 
centers serving children ages three to five is used to compute the tuition for each 
nondisabled child.  In this case, it is $80 per week for programs that operate less than 6 
hours per day, that is, $80 x 40 weeks, or $3,200.  This is the amount that parents of 
nondisabled children have been paying.  Universal PreK would cost $3,200 per child.  
With a contract for a 15-child universal PreK program, the tuition charge could be 
eliminated for parents of nondisabled children enrolled in the SC/IS universal PreK and 
the special education tuition for children with disabilities could be reduced by the same 
amount.   
 
Summary of costs for a part-day program 
For a child with disabilities  For a nondisabled child 
Special Education costs =  $ 11,800 $ 0 
Universal PreK cost =     3,200    3,200 



 

Total cost = $ 15,000 $ 3,200 
 
The cost of universal PreK within a part-day program would be $3,200 per child.   

 

?  Note:  Currently, the State Education Department has determined that Universal PreK 

funds may not be spent on any 4-year-old child with a disability who is receiving at least 4 
hours per day of preschool special education services within a 4410 school.  Many others 
familiar with the issue believe that there is no basis in Universal PreK law or regulation to 
support this interpretation.  This is one of several Universal PreK issues that need 
resolution.   

 
Given available space, a 4410 provider could also offer new opportunities for universal PreK by 
transforming a full-day segregated special class into two half-day SC/IS.  For example, if the 16 
children with disabilities now in a segregated class were ready to move into an integrated 
environment, two half-day classes of 18 children each – 8 children with disabilities and 10 
nondisabled children – could be created using universal PreK funds for the nondisabled children 
and continuing to use preschool special education funds for the children with disabilities.  The 
same costs for universal PreK would apply as in the preceding example, thus opening up 20 new 
opportunities for part-day universal PreK at a cost of $3,200 each.   
 
A school district can blend universal PreK funds with an existing ‘experimental’ PreK program to 
create new opportunities for 4 year olds.   
 

Example 
A school district already operates a part-day (2 ½ hour) ‘experimental’ PreK classroom for 20 four 
year olds for the ten months of the school year.  The total annual cost of this program is $4,200 per 
child.  The district has space for another classroom and decides to offer universal PreK by expanding 
its ‘experimental’ PreK class into two classes to promote socio-economic integration.  Each class will 
continue to have 20 children – 10 will meet the eligibility criteria for universal PreK and 10 will meet 
the eligibility criteria for ‘experimental’ PreK.  This will create 20 new universal PreK opportunities 
while maintaining the district’s previous commitment to ‘experimental’ PreK for 20 children.  The 
cost of the new universal PreK opportunities is estimated based on the costs of the ‘experimental’ 
PreK classroom. 
 
One classroom = 20 children @ $4,200  = $84,000 
Two classrooms = 20 children @$4,200 x 2 = $168,000 
 
To meet the maintenance of effort requirements of the universal PreK legislation, the 
district must continue to spend at least $84,000 and commit to serving additional children 
in PreK equal to the number of children for which it is eligible to receive universal PreK 
aid.  The district is eligible for a universal PreK grant of $3,500 per child for 20 children 
and has budgeted 10% for administration and supervision, leaving $3,150 per child.  To 
meet the full cost of $4,200 per child, the district will budget local funds in the amount of 
$1,050 per child to cover the additional 20 children ($21,000), thus meeting the 
maintenance of effort requirements and offering new PreK opportunities. 
 
Summary of costs for a part-day program 
Universal PreK grant =  $ 3,150 
Other district funds =    1,050 
Total costs =  $4,200 
 
The cost of universal PreK as a part-day program would be $4,200 per child. 

 



 

Financing full school day universal PreK 

There are several ways to create school day universal PreK programs in collaboration with Head 
Start, nonpublic schools, 4410 providers and other eligible agencies.   

• The district can contract for a 2½ hour segment of an existing program that operates 
during school hours, and/or  

• the district can contract for a universal PreK program that extends the day of a part-day 
program, if there is space available to accommodate the longer hours.   

A part-day program that operates double sessions in its classrooms may not have space to 
extend hours but some will be able to do so depending on the length and timing of their double 
sessions.  For example, some Head Start programs operate for more than the minimum 3½ hours 
per day and may be open for the school year (ten months) or nearly the full year (eleven and a 
half months).  Other preschool programs such as nursery schools, nonpublic schools and 4410 
providers may also operate part-day programs that can be extended.   
 

Example 
A school district can contract for universal PreK with a Head Start program that operates 
a six hour program for ten months per year.  The program employs certified teachers and 
keeps class size to 16 for 4 year olds.  Comprehensive services are offered, children with 
special needs are included and transportation is provided.  The total cost per child of this 
program is $6,000 per year. 
 
One classroom = 16 children @ $6,000 = $96,000 
 
Based on 2.5 hours of the 6 hour day, the universal PreK portion would be 42%, which is 
$40,320 for the classroom of 16 children, or $2,520 per child.   
 
Summary of costs for a full school-day program 
Universal PreK costs =  $ 2,520 
Head Start costs =  3,480 
Total costs =  $ 6,000 
 
The cost of universal PreK within an existing full school-day program would be 
$2,520 per child. 

 
 

Example 
A school district can contract for universal PreK with another Head Start program that 
operates 4½ hours per day for ten months.  The program has space to expand.  The 
program employs certified teachers.  Comprehensive services are offered, children with 
special needs are included and transportation is provided.  The program wishes to offer 
universal PreK as an extension of its program.  By adding the 2½ hours of universal 
PreK, the program can operate for seven hours a day which will benefit families, 
especially those who are moving from welfare to work.   
 
The agency’s existing program costs $5,200 per child.  They project that the cost of 
operating their program for seven hours daily will be $7,300.  The difference is $2,100 per 
child.  This difference is the cost of universal PreK -- $2,100 per child, or $33,600 for a 
classroom of 16 children. 
 
Summary of costs for a full school-day program 
Universal PreK costs =  $2,100 
Head Start costs =     5,200 
Total costs =  $ 7,300 
 



 

The cost of universal PreK within a full school-day program would be $2,100 per 
child. 

 
 

Example 
A school district can contract with a 4410 school to offer universal PreK.  The 4410 
school has an SC/IS that is a part-day, school year program with comprehensive services 
and meets all the universal PreK requirements.  The 4410 school will designate one of its 
4-year-old classes as universal PreK and extend the hours in that class from 3½ per day 
to 6 hours per day.  The classroom has 15 children and could offer services to eight or 
more nondisabled children.  The parents of the nondisabled children now pay tuition at 
the ‘deemed’ tuition rate for a part-day program.  The tuition rate for children with 
disabilities is $19,000 paid by the county and state.   
 
The ‘deemed’ tuition rate for nondisabled children would be the amount not reimbursable 
through the special education tuition rate.  The county’s local market rate for child care 
centers serving children ages three to five is used to compute the tuition for each 
nondisabled child.  In this case, it is $110 per week for programs that operate 6 or more 
hours per day, that is, $110 x 40 weeks, or $4,400.  Universal PreK would cost $4,400 
per child.  With a contract for 15 children in a universal PreK program, the tuition charge 
could be eliminated for parents of nondisabled children enrolled in the SC/IS universal 
PreK and the special education tuition for children with disabilities could be reduced by 
the same amount.   
 
Summary of costs for a full school-day program 
 
For a child with disabilities  For a nondisabled child 
Special Education costs =  $ 11,800 $ 0 
Universal PreK cost =     4,400    4,400 
Total cost = $ 19,000 $ 4,400 
 
The cost of universal PreK within a full school-day program would be $4,400 per 
child.   

?  Note:  Currently, the State Education Department has determined that Universal PreK 

funds may not be spent on any 4-year-old child with a disability who is receiving at least 4 
hours per day of preschool special education services within a 4410 school.  Many others 
familiar with the issue believe that there is no basis in Universal PreK law or regulation to 
support this interpretation.  This is one of several Universal PreK issues that need 
resolution.   

 

Financing extended day universal PreK 

The most efficient way to offer families a full-time, year-round universal PreK program is to 
collaborate with programs that already operate on an extended-day, full-year basis such as child 
care centers, some nonpublic schools and 4410 providers, and some Head Start classrooms.  
Programs such as child care centers typically operate ten or more hours per day for the full year.  
There are many child care programs that can offer universal PreK.  Many centers employ 
qualified early childhood teachers, including certified teachers and offer an educational program 
that meets universal PreK standards.  Centers that have achieved national accreditation are likely 
to be offering programs that meet universal PreK standards.  National accreditation is offered by 
organizations such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC).  
Many agencies (except Head Start and 4410 schools) will need to enhance their family support 
and social services to meet universal PreK standards.   



 

 
Example 
A school district can contract for universal PreK with a child care center that is open for 
10 hours every day for 250 days per year.  The center serves a diverse population from a 
wide geographic area.  The center achieved NAEYC accreditation several years ago and 
has just been successfully re-accredited.  Children with special needs have been 
included in the programs for several years through a collaboration with a 4410 provider.  
Class sizes are 16 children; many teachers have bachelor degrees in early childhood 
education.  The annual tuition charged to parents for a 4 year old enrolled in the center is 
$6,500.  A few children receive county subsidy at the full time market rate of $115 per 
week, which is less than the center’s tuition ($125 per week).  The agency is interested in 
providing the universal PreK program and calculates the cost on a time allocation basis. 
  
Universal PreK is 2½ hours per day for 180 days per year:   

2.5 x 180 = 450 hours per year 
The center’s program is 10 hours per day all year:   

10 x 250 days = 2500 hours per year 
 
The cost allocation factor for universal PreK is 450/2500, which is 18%.  Based on the 
annual tuition of $6,500 for the center’s basic program, the annual tuition for universal 
PreK would be $18,720 for the classroom of 16 children or $1,170 per child.  The center 
can reduce the parent fee for children enrolled in universal PreK by this amount.  That is, 
the annual tuition could be reduced to $5,330.  This tuition pays for the 7½ hours of the 
day beyond universal PreK.   
 
The funds for universal PreK will reduce the time the county pays for with public subsidy 
dollars from 10 to 7 ½ hours per day.  Six or more hours per day is the official definition of 
full time established by the state Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) for 
calculating reimbursement rates.  Since the reduced hours are still more than six hours 
per day, the center will remain eligible to receive the full time reimbursement rate.  
However, with universal PreK funding, the center’s weekly tuition rate will fall to $103 (= 
$5,330 annual tuition/52 weeks).  The county will now pay $103 per week on behalf of 
income-eligible families.  These parents will maintain their co-pay because it is for the 
child care hours, not for universal PreK, and because co-pays are based on family 
income, not on the tuition rate of a program. 
 
The center projects that universal PreK will require additional administrative costs for 
recordkeeping, reporting and supervision requirements ($3,600); increased expenses for 
teacher training and to assist teachers to obtain certification ($6,000); and for other 
program enhancements such as family support ($10,000) for a total of $19,600. 
 
The enhancements to meet universal PreK requirements are considered separately 
because they are necessary regardless of the number of universal PreK students 
enrolled (for calculating universal PreK costs) and they were not part of the program 
costs prior to universal PreK (for calculating parent tuition).  For example, if half of the 
classroom (8 children) is contracted as universal PreK, the cost per child would be the 
allocation based on hours ($1,170) plus 1/8 of the cost of enhancements ($19,600/8 = 
$2,450), for a total per child cost of $3,620.  If the entire classroom of 16 children is 
contracted to be universal PreK, the total cost of the classroom of  16 children will 
be $38,320 ($18,720 + $19,600), or $2,395 per child.   
 



 

Summary of costs of an extended day program 
Before universal PreK  
Families not eligible for subsidyFamilies eligible for subsidy 
  County cost (incl. co-pay) = $ 5,980 
Parent cost = $ 6,500 Center fundraising =     520 
Total cost $ 6,500 Total cost $ 6,500 
 
After universal PreK 
Universal PreK cost = $ 2,395 County cost (incl. co-pay) = $ 5,330 
Parent cost =   5,330 Universal PreK cost =     2,395 
Total cost $ 7,725 Total cost $ 7,725 
 
The cost of universal PreK within an extended day program would be $2,395 per 
child.   
 

? It is important to note that the enhancements necessary to create universal PreK and 
their costs may vary considerably among agencies depending on the nature of the 
services the agency already offers.  These examples are illustrative only.   

 

Financing the District’s Prekindergarten Program 

The District is responsible, with the PreK Policy Advisory Board, for planning the district’s 
universal PreK program.  To meet the requirements of the legislation, universal PreK programs 
must not only be educationally sound experiences for children.  Consideration must be given to 
the needs of families for programs that will support them as parents and as workers.  At least 
10% (and as much as 100%) of the universal PreK funds must be used for collaborative universal 
PreK – services provided by eligible community agencies or nonpublic schools.  There is no 
upper limit on the amount of the district’s universal PreK grant that can be allocated to 
collaborative universal PreK.  
 
Districts should also consider other demands on school space, such as the state financial 
incentives for conversion to full-day kindergarten and reduced class sizes for kindergarten 
through grade three.  Kindergarten conversion aid is an incentive payment for converting part-day 
to full-day kindergarten spaces, available to any district that operates any number of part-day 
kindergarten classes.  Kindergarten aid will come after the first year of operation based on that 
year’s enrollment – effectively one year early, since state aid is currently paid late in one school 
year based on the district’s enrollment in the previous school year.  This aid is available for 
kindergartens operated in the 1998-99 school year.  Class size reduction aid is still being worked 
out.  Probably about 400 districts will be eligible (i.e., not those that are high wealth/low need in 
terms of state aid formulas).  Class size reduction aid will begin in the 1999-00 school year, 
phased in over three years.   
 
These considerations will likely result in a number of different contracts for universal PreK with 
community-based organizations as well as some universal PreK services provided directly by 
district schools.  The district must plan for coordination and oversight of these programs at a 
minimum.iv   Developing a new program like Universal PreK and maintaining its innovative and 
family responsive nature requires strong, creative leadership.  Having relationships with many 
early childhood programs in the community is an opportunity to promote best practices in early 
education, for example on early literacy or inclusion.  It is also an opening to work for continuity 
among preschool programs and the district’s kindergarten and early elementary grades.  One 
way to accomplish these goals is offering joint training/staff development for all PreK, 
kindergarten, and early elementary staff.  As universal PreK grows over the next few years, the 
district will be forging new relationships to provide universal PreK services.  Reaching out to early 



 

childhood agencies and forming truly collaborative partnerships with them takes skill and talent.  
The district’s universal PreK leadership matters.   

Contracting to ensure access for families 

To make universal PreK accessible to the families throughout the district, universal PreK 
programs can be located in several geographic areas.  Given the prevalence of families with 
working parents, a district should be sure that some of the options are extended day and year-
round.  Some families will have work and education schedules that can be met with a school day 
and school year program.  Some families will want and need only a part day program.  Some 
families will need transportation, while others will not.  Some families will need bilingual programs.  
All universal PreK programs should be able to include children with special needs.  With 
thoughtful contracting for a range of  program designs, all of these needs can be accommodated 
in the district’s multi-year universal PreK plan so that parents may choose the program that best 
meets their own and their child’s needs.   

Contracting for less than a whole classroom 

In the early years of universal PreK, districts are eligible for funding to serve relatively small 
numbers of children.  To enable the district to have several program design options in different 
neighborhoods or towns within the district, it may seem prudent to contract for less than a full 
classroom in any one site.  In the examples above, the district might contract for ½ of each 
classroom, for instance.  That is certainly possible.  However, enhancements that a program 
would have to make in addition to the base cost allocation would still have to be made, thus 
increasing the cost per child.  Further, the benefits of the universal PreK program in a single 
classroom cannot be limited only to the ‘universal PreK funded’ children, but will necessarily 
‘spillover’ to the other children in the classroom.   

Contracting outside the district 

Most community agencies draw from a wide geographic area and probably serve families who 
live in several school districts.  Each eligible agency will want to survey their current families to 
find out how many children are served from which districts.  The agency can project its costs for a 
universal PreK program and set a rate, with an aim, for example, to contract for ½ of the universal 
PreK class with one district and the other half with another district.  A district may contract with 
any agency that can reasonably offer universal PreK services to families who reside in the district.   

Recruitment and enrollment 

How will families access universal PreK programs?  Each contracted program and any district-
operated programs can (and should) be expected to recruit and enroll children.  Special effort 
should be made to reach children who most need services.  To make sure that each family is 
aware of all the options, the district should publicize concise information about all the agencies 
contracted to offer universal PreK, including any unique features and requirements.  For example, 
a child care center offers extended day, full year services.  Families need to know what the 
additional cost is and whether they might be eligible for county child care subsidies.  Families who 
need transportation will look to Head Start, but Head Start programs mainly enroll children from 
families with poverty level incomes, i.e., a child may have to be Head Start eligible to enroll in 
universal PreK at a Head Start program.  Each contracted agency should have the information 
about all of the other contracted agencies so that families can be referred to appropriate 
placements, no matter which agency they first encounter.  The local child care resource and 
referral agency (CCR&R) that serves the district should also have this information.  (See 
Appendix B to find your local child care resource and referral agency.) 
 
In the early years as universal PreK is phased in, interest in enrolling in universal PreK may 
exceed capacity.  In 1998-99, the district may have to select children using some criteria such as 



 

by lottery, according to need, or on a first-come, first served basis.  Beginning in 1999-2000, 
districts are required to give priority to economically disadvantaged children. 

Financing universal PreK supervision 

Supervising programs in multiple sites in and out of schools can be a challenge.  Supervision of 
the teaching staff directly providing universal PreK should be done by supervisory staff employed 
in each program.  To simplify oversight tasks, the district can plan in the first years of phase-in to 
have a reasonably small number of sites, rather than having a few children in many different 
sites.  This will work better both financially and programmatically – for the district and for each 
contracting agency.   
 
A reasonable way to finance the district’s supervision of universal PreK is to allocate a fixed 
percentage of the state universal PreK grant funds for that purpose.  A percentage in the range of 
8% (for a larger grant) to 15% (for a minimum 20-child grant) is probably sufficient.   
 

For example, a district that receives a $40,000 universal PreK grant to serve 20 children 
might reserve 15%, or $6,000.  An elementary principal or another qualified person could 
take on universal PreK supervision.  These funds could cover a portion of that salary 
(e.g., 5%, or about $5,000 including benefits for a principal with base salary of $75,000).  
The remaining funds can be used to support the costs of a staff development session for 
universal PreK staff and kindergarten teachers.   
 
In a district that will receive a grant of $2 million to serve 500 children, the district might 
reserve 8%, or $160,000.  A universal PreK program of this size requires at least one or 
perhaps 1.5 full time professionals with early childhood backgrounds to lead and oversee 
it.  Their salaries and benefits and some clerical support would cost about $125,000 
(about 80% of the district’s total supervision set-aside).  The remaining funds could be 
used to sponsor one or two staff development conferences for universal PreK and district 
teachers (assuming a cost of $10,000 each).  and a fund could be set up to help pay the 
cost of higher education for universal PreK teachers who need to take courses to achieve 
teacher certification.   

 
Districts will likely use the familiar FS-10 form (SED’s budget form for state or federal projects) to 
convey the budget for the district’s entire universal PreK program.  The total for all contracts for 
universal PreK can be listed as Purchased Services Code 40, while the district’s direct expenses 
for operating any universal PreK classrooms of its own and the costs for supervision of universal 
PreK can be listed in other appropriate codes on the FS-10.   



 

 

Standards Governing Agencies  

eligible to provide  

Universal PreKindergarten 
 
 
The universal PreK legislation states that agencies eligible to offer universal PreK programs 
include licensed and registered child care providers, nursery schools, nonpublic schools and 
approved preschool special education providers.  The charts on the following pages briefly 
summarize the process and content of the major regulations, funding standards and quality 
assurance systems that apply to programs for preschool-aged children in New York.  
 
Programs providing early care and education in New York are governed by several different 
regulatory agencies, may be required to adhere to program standards related to one or more 
funding sources and may voluntarily engage in several kinds of quality assessment processes.  
For example, a Head Start program must follow the Head Start Performance Standards and it 
must be licensed by the appropriate child care regulatory agency, either the New York City 
Department of Health or the New York State Office of Children and Family Services.  Many early 
childhood organizations operate several different programs, often in a merged program, and must 
meet several sets of standards.  For example, a blended special education-Head Start-child care 
program would have to meet child care regulations, Head Start Performance Standards and the 
regulations for 4410 schools.  A nonpublic school may voluntarily register its nursery school 
program.  A child care center may seek accreditation from the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children.  Similarly, any early childhood organization that operates a 
universal PreK program will have to meet universal PreK standards in addition to those it already 
meets.   
 
The regulatory framework for two types of agencies eligible to offer universal PreK are described 
briefly below.  All others are included in the chart.   

Nonpublic schools 

Although nonpublic schools are not required to be incorporated in New York, almost all are 
incorporated for reasons of legal protection and tax advantage.  About half of all nonpublic 
schools are operated by religious corporations.  These religious corporations file with the county 
and with the Secretary of State.  Other nonpublic schools, organized as nonprofit corporations, 
petition the Board of Regents for a charter to operate a school (these nonpublic schools are 
sometimes referred to as having an ‘educational charter’).  Some nonpublic schools are operated 
by for-profit corporations pursuant to the New York Business Corporation law  with the ‘consent’ 
of the Commissioner of Education.  School means at least one grade level beyond kindergarten.  
Programs for children over age two and under age six operated on site by a nonpublic school are 
exempt from state child care regulations, but are subject to New York City Board of Health Day 
Care regulations.  The superintendent of the school district in which a nonpublic school student 
resides is responsible for enforcing compulsory attendance laws and ensuring that the education 
provided in nonpublic schools is substantially equivalent to that provided in the public school. 



 

Voluntarily registered nursery schools 

Nonpublic schools (either religious corporations or those with educational charters) may 
voluntarily register their nursery school and kindergarten programs with the State Education 
Department, based on a 1948 court decision Packer Collegiate Institute v. the University of the 
State of New York.  To register, the organization’s corporate purpose must specifically include 
operating nursery school and/or kindergarten and they must meet the requirements set out in 
Subchapter F, Part 125 of the Commissioner’s Regulations.  About 300 schools are registered or 
in the process of becoming registered.  Registration is granted after submission of satisfactory 
evidence that the school meets standards and an onsite visit by SED staff.  Standards cover 
building and facilities, fire and safety, health, education equipment and program, staff 
qualifications, and teacher-pupil ratios.   
 
The voluntary registration standards are similar to the requirements for State child care 
regulations, with few exceptions.  The educational director must be a teacher certified or licensed 
to teach nursery-kindergarten or early childhood grades.  Teachers must have this certification, or 
have 3 years experience and an associate degree and an approved study plan toward 
certification, or 10 years experience and 20 credit hours in early childhood education and an 
approved study plan toward certification.  The maximum class size for 4 year olds is 20 children 
with 2 teaching staff.  Registration is valid for 5 years.  Once registered, these schools are subject 
to little, if any, ongoing oversight by the SED. 
                                                 
i See the appendix for a detailed chart comparing program regulations among Head Start, child care, 4410 
schools and PreK in both New York State and New York City.   
ii Significant research findings over many years show that well-qualified early childhood teachers 
are those who have specialized knowledge about child development and the education of young 
children and possess more years of post-secondary education.  The Early Childhood Annotation, 
an additional certification to the PreK-6 teaching certificate, is a credential recognized by SED 
that meets research-based criteria for producing well-qualified early childhood teachers.    
iii New York State Commissioner’s Regulations currently provide several routes to teacher certification 
including an alternative path for individuals who have a BA or higher degree.  Contact SED’s Office of 
Teaching for advice (518-474-6440).  
iv  SED requirements state that the District must designate an appropriately qualified person to 
supervise the prekindergarten program. 


