Pennsylvania

Background

Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts

Pennsylvania funds a variety of early childhood programs and categorical grants, such as the
Ready to Learn Grant, a block grant that districts and charters can use to fund preschool and a
range of other early childhood and early elementary programs. Pre-K Counts, however, is the
primary state-funded pre-K initiative.

Pre-K Counts supports half- or full-day pre-K for at-risk children in the two years prior to
kindergarten entry. The primary eligibility criterion is income: Families that earn less than 300
percent of the federal poverty level are eligible.! Current funding levels allow the program to
serve only a fraction of eligible children. Providers are required to develop additional selection
criteria, determined locally, to help prioritize enrollment to serve the highest-need children.

The Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) administers Pre-K Counts as a competitive
grant program. School districts, licensed nursery schools, Head Start grantees, and child

care centers or group child care homes rated at one of the highest two levels of the state’s
KeystoneSTARS quality rating and improvement system (QRIS) are eligible Pre-K Counts
providers.? Charter schools can only offer pre-K through an affiliated program.?

Charter schools in Pennsylvania

The state permits start-up and conversion charter schools. Local school boards and the
Pennsylvania Department of Education serve as authorizers, with the latter exclusively
responsible for virtual charter schools. Brick-and-mortar schools must be authorized by the
local school board. An applicant denied by a local school board may appeal to a state appeals
board.*

Process for Accessing Pre-K Funds

Eligible providers apply to offer the Pre-K Counts program through a competitive grant
process administered by PDE. Grants last for five years but must be renewed annually.’ New
applicants can access Pre-K Counts funding only during the competitive first year of a funding
cycle, or when new funding is added to the program.® Providers cannot become grantees
outside of this process, although existing grantees can subcontract with other providers to
offer Pre-K Counts services at any time.
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TOTAL SCORE

Pennsylvania's climate for
charter schools to offer

pre-K is not hospitable

@ 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, or
approval process creates a
barrier to charter access.

Automatic enrollment from
charter pre-K to kindergarten
is not prohibited in legislation
or practice.



Pennsylvania

Pre-K Counts funding is awarded to the applicants that receive
the highest scores on PDE’s application rubric. Existing
providers in good standing receive additional points in the
rubric. Despite this advantage, new providers sometimes
compete successfully for funding over existing providers.

Barriers

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

Yes. Pennsylvania’s charter school legislation neither

permits nor prevents charter schools from offering pre-K.
The Pre-K Counts legislation does not list charters as an eligible
provider type; thus, the state has determined that charter
schools cannot apply for Pre-K Counts funding. The entity
operating a charter school may obtain Pre-K Counts funding as
another type of eligible provider, such as a federal Head Start
provider, licensed child care provider, or licensed nursery
school. To do so, the charter school must create an affiliated
pre-K program that meets additional facility and programmatic
requirements applicable to licensed child care providers or
licensed nursery schools.

Very few charter schools in Pennsylvania offer pre-K, and
those that do so obtain funding through one-off arrangements
with their authorizing district, not through formal funding
mechanisms in state law or policy.

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 Pre-K Counts services
through an affiliated program receive 31 percent of the per-pupil
funding amount that charters receive to serve full-day K-12
students. Charter schools that operate full-day affiliated
programs receive 63 percent of the per-pupil amount for 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 only serves 5
percent of all four-year-olds in the state.

STATUS: NOT HOSPITABLE Q

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

Yes. The funding process is a barrier to charter access.

The Pre-K Counts grant process awards additional points
to current grantees, which may put new providers at a
disadvantage in applying for funding.

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

No. State legislation does not explicitly allow charters to

grant enrollment preference to their pre-K students, but it
is permitted in certain charter schools that have arrangements
with their districts.

Are there any other barriers to charter access?

Yes. Some Pennsylvania charter schools are also unable to

access per-pupil funds for kindergarten. Pennsylvania
does not require school districts to fund kindergarten, and
charter schools located in districts that do not offer
kindergarten are not entitled to per-pupil funds for
kindergarteners.

Recommendations

Few Pennsylvania charter schools will be able to access pre-K
funding as long as Pre-K Counts remains funded at the current
levels. Pennsylvania could, however, take the following steps
to allow Pennsylvania charter schools to access Pre-K Counts
funds on an equitable basis with other providers in the state:

¢ Revise the Pre-K Counts legislation to include charter
schools as an eligible provider.

* Release guidance allowing charter schools to compete for
Pre-K Counts funding.

 Enact explicit policies to permit charter schools that receive
public funding for pre-K to grant an enrollment preference to
pre-K students served with public funds.
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Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts

STATUS: NOT HOSPITABLE Q

Charter schools in Pennsylvania

Year Created | Launched in 2007 Charter law enacted in 1997
Children in 299,884 three- and four-year-olds in Pennsylvania’ 2,346,444 school-age children in Pennsylvania®
state
Children 11,391 children served 130,842 students enrolled in charters
served 3 percent of three-year-olds 5.6 percent of school-age population
5 percent of four-year-olds 176 charters
Charter Five charter schools in Pennsylvania offer pre-K or four- 111 charter schools in Pennsylvania offer elementary
schools year-old kindergarten.” No charter schools offer Pre-K programs.'®
Counts.
Funding Pre-K Counts grantees receive $7,260-$7,860 (full day) or | Charter schools receive $12,495 per pupil to serve
$3,630-$3,910 (half day)." K-12.2
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