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Early Childhood Education (ECE)

The Ohio Early Childhood Education (ECE) program is a half-day program for three- and 
four-year-olds. The program is free for children from families below the federal poverty 
level; children from families between 100 and 200 percent must pay tuition on a sliding scale. 
Programs can accept children from higher-income families but cannot use ECE grant funding 
for those students. Current funding levels allow the program to serve only a fraction of eligible 
children. 

The Ohio Department of Education (ODE) administers the Early Childhood Education 
program. School districts receive ECE funding and can subcontract with Head Start providers, 
faith-based providers, and private providers. Charter schools, also known as community 
schools in Ohio, can only offer pre-K through an affiliated program.1 

Charter schools in Ohio 

Ohio law refers to charters as “community schools.” The state allows for start-up and 
conversion community schools, authorized by a number of different authorizer types. In 
practice, sixty local education agencies, three institutions of higher education, six nonprofits, 
and the Ohio Department of Education authorize community schools in Ohio.2  

Process for Accessing Pre-K Funds 
ECE funding flows from the Ohio Department of Education to twelve pre-defined geographic 
regions. ODE allocates slots to the ten highest-need school districts in each region, based on 
the percentage of children that scored in the lowest band of the state’s kindergarten readiness 
assessment; the percentage of economically disadvantaged kindergarten students; and the 
percentage of third-grade students who score below proficient on the reading portion of the 
Ohio Achievement Assessment. ODE allocates funding to early childhood providers within 
identified school districts. Providers within the district boundaries that have earned a four- 
or five-star rating on the state’s quality rating and improvement system (QRIS), Step Up to 
Quality, will be offered slots first. If those programs do not have capacity, then three-star 
programs, ODE-licensed preschools that do not already receive ECE funding, and nonpublic 
preschool programs are offered the slots.3  

There are state statutory or 
regulatory barriers to charter 
schools accessing state 
funding for pre-K.

Compared to K–12 funding 
levels, low pre-K program 
funding makes offering pre-K 
less attractive to charters.

The size of the pre-K program 
limits charter access to 
funding.

The funding, application, 
and approval processes do 
not create barriers to charter 
access.

Automatic enrollment from 
charter pre-K to kindergarten 
is prohibited in legislation or 
practice.

Ohio's climate for charter 
schools to offer pre-K is 

not hospitable
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Barriers

Are there any statutory or regulatory barriers to charter 
schools accessing state funding for pre-K?

Yes. According to statute, community schools can only 
admit students between the ages of five and twenty-two.4 

The state interprets the legislation to mean that charter schools 
cannot apply for ECE funding through the Ohio Department of 
Education (ODE). Charter schools may serve preschoolers using 
private funds or parent tuition, or receive child care subsidies, 
but must do so through an affiliated pre-K program. While 
several charter schools offer pre-K through affiliated programs, 
Ohio does not track data on charters’ affiliated pre-K programs. 

Is the funding level of the state pre-K program a barrier 
to charter access?

Yes. Low pre-K program funding, compared to K–12 
funding levels, makes pre-K less attractive to charters. 

Charter schools that offer half-day ECE services through an 
affiliated pre-K program receive 47 percent of the per-pupil 
funding amount that charters receive to serve full-day K–12 
students.

Is the size of the state pre-K program a barrier to charter 
access?

Yes. The size of the program is a barrier to charters 
accessing state pre-K funds. The program serves less than 

4 percent of all four-year-olds in the state.

Is the application, approval, and/or funding process a bar-
rier to charter access?

No. The application process is not a barrier to charter 
access. Charter-affiliated pre-K programs apply to ODE 

for pre-K funding the same way as any other provider, but as 
noted above, very low program funding levels limit the number 
of funded programs.

Is automatic enrollment from pre-K to kindergarten pro-
hibited in legislation or practice?

Yes. Charter schools that offer an affiliated pre-K 
program cannot directly enroll their pre-K students into 

their kindergarten program. In 2014, the state passed legislation 
that allows Montessori charter schools to automatically enroll 
pre-K students into their kindergarten program. 

Recommendations
To address these barriers to charter access, the state should:

•	 Amend the definition of charter schools to include preschool-
age children. If the state decides that charter schools should 
not receive funding for pre-K through the school funding 
formula, the legislation can reflect that without creating 
a barrier to charter schools offering pre-K through other 
funding streams. 

•	 Increase ECE funding to cover the cost of delivering a high-
quality program.

•	 Increase the number of state-funded ECE slots.
•	 Require ODE to track which charter schools in the state offer 

pre-K through affiliated programs. 
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Early Childhood Education (ECE) Charter schools in Ohio

Year created Launched in 19905 Charter law enacted in 19976

Children in state 295,394 three- and four-year-olds in Ohio7 2,294,754 school-age children in Ohio8

Children served 11,090 children served9

3.8 percent of three- and four-year-olds
119,533 students served
5.2 percent of school-age population
400 charter schools10

Charters 
offering pre-K

The state does not track data on charter schools with 
affiliated pre-K programs.

228 charter schools in Ohio offer elementary 
programs.11

Funding Districts receive $4,000 per pupil to offer ECE.12 Charter schools receive $8,580 per pupil to serve K–12 
students.13
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