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The need for solutions that support and enrich the lives of children in Pittsburgh is pressing. Over a third of 
Pittsburgh children live below the federal poverty line.1  However, the city is in a unique position to be a leader 

in the state and invest in a policy intervention with a proven track record of helping children and their families 
thrive. A landmark commitment to early learning and care is one of the most effective policy solutions the city could 
pursue. 

Publicly funded, high-quality child care for infants and toddlers and pre-K for 3- and 4-year-olds can help children 
succeed in school and can ease the financial burden on working families who are trying to provide the best for their 
young children.  

Study after study has shown the positive economic impact of high-quality, publicly funded early learning and child 
care.2  Research shows that brain development is most rapid in the first years of life. Findings from the National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development’s Study of Early Child Care demonstrated that children who 
were in high-quality care from birth through 54 months, scored better in language, reading, and math than their 
peers who were in consistently low-quality care.3  An ever growing body of research proves that children’s earliest 
experiences have profound impacts on brain development and child outcomes. Those who attend pre-K do better 
in school and are less likely to need special education services or have to repeat a grade. They also have lower rates 
of chronic health conditions, like diabetes, later in life.4  They are less likely to become parents as teenagers and 
more likely to graduate from college and maintain stable jobs and families.5  Studies of low-income children in 
Chicago and North Carolina show numerous positive outcomes well into adulthood.6  For low-income children 
in particular, the benefits of high quality pre-K are profound.7  Moderate-income children also benefit in their 
academic outcomes in literacy and math skills.8 

This report explores the need in Pittsburgh for high-quality child care and pre-K. It also examines the early learning 
services now available to children from birth up to kindergarten entry in neighborhoods served by the Pittsburgh 
Public Schools (PPS) and provides an overview of the city, state and federal funding sources that support these 
services. 

While it is undisputable that there are great early learning and care programs in Pittsburgh, from the Pittsburgh 
Public School Early Childhood Education program to countless child care centers, Head Start programs and family 
child care providers throughout the city, not every child has access to high-quality early learning. We outline the 
numbers of children currently underserved by existing programs and what it would cost to dramatically expand 
pre-k and child care. 

When early childhood education and care does not receive the support it warrants, early childhood educators often 
lack the resources they need to do their best. We examine how investments in the early learning and care workforce 
are essential to ensuring that the pre-K and child care services children receive are of the highest quality.

This report outlines concrete ways the city can pay for early learning so that all children in Pittsburgh have access to 
quality child care and pre-K.

Many educators and families use different and overlapping terms to describe the early childhood education and care 

services children receive from birth to kindergarten entry. Here we will use “pre-K” for the educational programming that 

3- and 4-year-olds receive and “child care” to describe both the care infants and toddlers receive and the after-school care 

that 3- and 4-year-olds in pre-K receive. “Early learning” is a blanket term encompassing both pre-K and child care.
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Figure 1.  

The Need for Expanding Access to Early Learning  

Pittsburgh is a city where a large number of families have young children, making affordable, high-quality early 
learning and care that families can trust essential.9  According to U.S. Census Bureau estimates, approximately 28.9 
percent of Pittsburgh households have children under age 6:10 6,284 3- and 4-year-olds and 9,226 children younger 
than age 3 live in Pittsburgh.11  And young people are being drawn back into the city, making these numbers likely 
to rise in the coming years as young college graduates settle into the city and begin having families.12 

The 2010 U.S. Census estimates for the number of children in Pittsburgh by age are:14  

 � Under 5 years | 15,109

 � Under 1 year | 3,275

 � 1 year | 3,084

 � 2 years | 3,140

 � 3 years | 2,869

 � 4 years | 2,741

A significant number of these young children live in poverty. Almost 32 percent of children in the city, and 29 
percent in Allegheny County, live below the federal poverty level, compared with 19 percent in the entire state.15  
Unsurprisingly, many areas of the city show high levels of poverty. A thought-provoking report by the Pittsburgh 
Association for the Education of Young Children explored childhood poverty by using a Child Raising Vulnerability 
Index,16  which analyzes a range of social indicators beyond family economic status that impact child development 
and well-being.

29% 
Families with children 
under age 6 

71% 
Families without 
young children 

Family Composition in Pittsburgh13
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Figure 3.

Figure 2.

Why can’t these families with children access high-quality early learning programs? The cost of child care and 
pre-K for many working families is out of reach. In 2014, the statewide average cost of infant care in a child 
care center was $10,470 per year and in a family child care home setting it was $7,943. For 4-year-olds, the 
average cost of care in a center was $8,727 and $7,128 for a family child care home setting.18  That’s almost 10 
percent of the median income in the city and half of a minimum-wage worker’s yearly pay.

Percentage of children living below the federal poverty level ($24,250 for a family of four.)

Pittsburgh

Pennsylvania

Allegheny County

31.8%

Av. Cost of Infant Center Care

100% FPL

250% FPL (approx $15 per hour)

Av. Cost of 4 year old Center Care

$8,727

$16,020

$28,800

$10,470

Childhood Poverty17

Pennsylvania Average  
Child Care Costs19

29%

19% 
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As the private market fails working families, public programs are not filling the 
gap. The publicly funded child care assistance program for low-income families 
is not funded sufficiently to meet the needs of families that qualify, despite strict 
income guidelines that limit the number of families the program serves to the 
neediest. In 2014, a family of three in Pennsylvania theoretically could qualify for 

state child care assistance with an annual income up to $39,060 (197 percent of the federal poverty line), yet the 
family’s expected copayment would be $130 per month.20  And even then, child care assistance is not guaranteed. In 
2013, there was a waitlist of 6,183 children.21  

Even when families can afford early learning and child care, the number of available slots often falls short. To 
illustrate child care accessibility, table 1 highlights the number of family child care centers, median income and 
population poverty level in a sample of Pittsburgh’s major neighborhoods:

Child Care Providers by Neighborhood22

*Some centers accounted for are not located in the listed high-poverty areas but share the same zip code 

due to overlapping neighborhoods.

ZIP 
Codes23  

Neighborhoods 
No. of Family 
Child Care 
Centers24

No. of  Group 
Child Care 
Centers25

No. of 
Child Care 
Centers26

Pittsburgh 
Public 
Schools Early 
Childhood 
Program27 

15201 Lawrenceville 4 0 0 1

15204 Sheraden 4 3 1 1

15205 Oakwood/Westwood 1 0 0 1

15206
East Liberty; Lincoln-
Lemington-Belmar; 
Garfield; Larimer

12 6 0 5

15207 Hazelwood 3 0 0 2

15208
Homewood West-
North-South

7 2 1 1

15210

Arlington/Arlington 
Heights, St. Clair, 
Knoxville; Beltzhoover; 
Carrick

10 1 1 4

“Child care costs are crushing us. Both my wife and I have good jobs, 
but with three young children, we are spending $2,100 a month on 
child care. This eats up most of my pay check.”

—MARC GETHEN 

Pittsburgh Parent,  

September 2016

Table 1.
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“As an Early Childhood Teacher, I know the importance of high 
quality care and education for children. My husband had to work 
the night shift while I worked during the daytime so that he could 
watch our son Andy during the first 2 years of his life. The cost 
of care was too expensive for our family, so we had to make the 
sacrifice. We could not afford the $850 per month even though we 
were both working full time.”

—Andrea Stupi,  

Parent and Pittsburgh Public Schools Early Childhood Teacher,  

September 2016

ZIP 
Codes23  

Neighborhoods 
No. of Family 
Child Care 
Centers24

No. of  Group 
Child Care 
Centers25

No. of 
Child Care 
Centers26

Pittsburgh 
Public 
Schools Early 
Childhood 
Program27 

15212

Brighton Heights; 
California-Kirkbride; 
Fineview; Perry South; 
Manchester

9 1 2 6

15213
North Oakland; Upper 
Hill

1 1 0 1

15214
Summer Hill; 
Northview Heights; 
Fineview; Perry South

13 6 0 0

15216 Beechview 2 0 0 2

15217 Squirrel Hill 1 1 2 1

15219

Bedford Dwellings; 
Bluff/Uptown/Soho; 
Crawford Roberts; 
Middle Hill; Upper Hill

0 2 1 3

15221
East Hills; Homewood 
North-South

8* 8* 0 1

15224 Bloomfield; Garfield 4 1 0 1

15226 Brookline; Beechview 3 0 0 2

15227 Carrick 1 1 0 0

15233 Manchester 6* 1* 0 2

15235 East Hills 11* 7* 0 0
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Poverty Level by Neighborhoods28 

Neighborhoods
Neighborhood Median 
Income (2013)29

Population Poverty 
Level (2013)30 

Arlington $33,036 21%

Bedford Dwellings $19,417 64%

Beechview $45,357 18%

Beltzhoover $37,200 24%

Bloomfield $40,880 21%

Bluff/Uptown/Soho $23,278 32%

Brighton Heights $48,501 12%

Brookline $49,237 12%

California-Kirkbride $30,817 35%

Carrick $40,558 19%

Crawford-Roberts $23,225 49%

East Hills $25,272 46%

East Liberty $30,999 30%

Fineview $33,465 30%

Garfield $33,767 37%

Hazelwood $39,707 15%

Homewood North $24,090 43%

Knoxville $34,186 30%

Larimer $31,683 30%

Manchester $33,780 25%

Middle Hill $18,266 22%

North Oakland $35,732 42%

Westwood $54,754 6%

Perry South $38,878 33%

Sheraden $33,096 30%

St. Clair $39,674 45%

Summer Hill $48,042 10%

Upper Hill $24,239 26%

Table 2.
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Clearly, the levels of access to early learning in some low- and moderate-income Pittsburgh neighborhoods are 
alarming. When race is considered, Pittsburgh’s pre-K landscape becomes even starker. According to a recent report 
released by the Center on Race and Social Problems at the University of Pittsburgh’s School of Social Work, even 
as the city’s overall levels of pre-K enrollment exceed national averages, the portion of African-American children 
enrolled in pre-K is lower than the national average.31  Predominantly African-American neighborhoods, such as 
Hazelwood, Manchester and the Hill District have few licensed child care centers.  

Nearly 25 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds in Pittsburgh lack access to pre-K programming. The number of 3- and 
4-year-old children enrolled in public (i.e., Pittsburgh Public Schools or Head Start programs not operated by 
the school district) and private pre-K programs, 4,565, falls short of the number of 3- and 4-year-old children in 
the locality.

Enrollment

“It is exciting working with families on their voyage to educating 
their young child. I know the importance of having a strong 
educational start in life. It breaks my heart to see families embark 
on the voyage only to run into systemic roadblocks. We are 
required to serve four year olds as a priority so sometimes our 
families with three year olds must get placed on a waiting list until 
we have room or exhaust our efforts to find four year olds. We 
must find a way for all families to have access to high quality early 
learning. It is a critical period in children’s lives.”

—CLEO HARRIS 

Early Childhood Family Service Specialist, Pittsburgh Public Schools,  

September 2016

 
New America 
Foundation 
School 
District-
Funded Pre-K 
Students 2012 
(community 
and school-
based)

Early 
Childhood 
Enrollment 
in Pittsburgh 
Public Schools 
2016

Early 
Childhood 
Programs 
(Pre-K)

Number of 
Children 
Enrolled in 
Public/Private 
Nursery/
Preschool 
(2012 census)

Kindergarten 
Enrollment 
in Pittsburgh 
Public Schools 
2014-15

Number of 
3- and 4-year-
olds in the 
school district

2,422 

1,36427  
(Enrollment 
in a full-day 
prekindergar-
ten program in 
district school, 
including 
3- and 4-year-
olds)

32 Pittsburgh 
Public School 
locations have 
pre-K class-
rooms

4,565 1,996 5,695 

Table 3.
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Quality of Available Early Learning Programming

For families that can pay, high-quality child care and early learning options abound. For low- and moderate-
income families, the reality is much different.

In an effort to help families identify high-quality early learning providers and incentivize high-quality care, 
Pennsylvania created a quality rating and improvement system called Keystone STARS, which ranks child care 
providers based on their quality levels.32  Participation is voluntary. Child care providers that do participate can 
receive higher child care subsidy payments (at rates identified in table 5) than they would have otherwise from low-
income families that qualify for assistance. However, providers offering a higher quality of care receive at most a 13 
percent higher subsidy rate than providers at lower-quality levels.33  Tiered reimbursement starts at the star 2 level 
(four stars is the maximum rating); it increases at each star level. Table 4 shows the breakdown of base daily subsidy 
reimbursement rates as of August 2015.34  Even at the highest rates available, a child care subsidy does not cover the 
cost of providing high-quality child care and pre-K. According to the state’s own estimates, its subsidy rates would 
only allow a family with a subsidy to afford 32 percent of centers for infants and 21 percent for preschoolers.35  The 
rates are outlined in tables 4 and 5, showing just how many programs are out of reach for many families in the city. 

Daily Base Child Care Subsidy Reimbursement Rate36

 
Age of 
Child

Center Group Family Relative/ Neighbor

Infant
Full 
Time 
$36.50

Part 
Time 
$31.74

Full 
Time 
$32.00

Part 
Time 
$25.00

Full 
Time 
$29.30

Part 
Time 
$24.00

Full 
Time 
$15.00

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Young 
Toddler

Full 
Time 
$35.50

Part 
Time 
$30.62

Full 
Time 
$31.32

Part 
Time 
$25.00

Full 
Time 
$27.00

Part 
Time 
$24.00

Full 
Time 
$15.00

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Old 
Toddler

Full 
Time 
$34.50

Part 
Time 
$30.00

Full 
Time 
$30.00

Part 
Time 
$25.00

Full 
Time 
$27.00

Part 
Time 
$23.00

Full time 
$14.87

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Preschool
Full 
Time 
$31.00

Part 
Time 
$25.20

Full 
Time 
$29.00

Part 
Time 
$24.00

Full 
Time 
$27.00

Part 
Time 
$23.00

Full 
Time 
$14.35

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Young 
School 
Age

Full 
Time 
$27.80

Part 
Time 
$22.00

Full 
Time 
$26.00

Part 
Time 
$22.00

Full 
Time 
$25.00

Part 
Time 
$20.00

Full 
Time 
$14.09

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Old 
School 
Age

Full 
Time 
$27.80

Part 
Time 
$22.00

Full 
Time 
$26.00

Part 
Time 
$22.00

Full 
Time 
$25.00

Part 
Time 
$20.00

Full 
Time 
$14.09

Part 
Time 
$11.75

Table 4.
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Daily Supplemental Child Care Subsidy Rates37

Raising Quality 

The city’s highest quality programs spend well over $8,000 per child. The true cost of providing high-quality early 
education and care is difficult to calculate. The national averages in the yearly Child Care Aware reports are based 
on surveys of child care settings with little public financing and depressed workforce wages.38  

Many experts believe that the true cost of high-quality child care is more akin to Early Head Start reimbursement 
rates of $12,500 per child for infant care and $10,000 per child for toddler care. Early Head Start reimbursement 
rates are national figures that reflect costs sufficient enough to meet research-based Early Head Start performance 
standards.

For 3- and 4-year-olds, the publicly financed programs that meet the most National Institute for Early Education 
Research (NIEER) quality benchmarks, such as programs in Boston, Washington, D.C., and Oklahoma, typically 
come close to their city or state’s K-12 per-pupil funding averages. Nationally, annual K-12 per-pupil spending 
ranges from $8,000 to $23,000.39  This is common sense; there is no reason the costs of educating a 3- or 4-year-old 
should be less than the costs of educating a 5- or 6-year-old. The American Institutes for Research has found that 
Boston, the District of Columbia, New York City, San Antonio, and Seattle all fund their respective pre-k programs, 
which offer at least six hours (a typical school day) of instruction and meet high quality standards, at per pupil 
levels ranging from $10,000 to $15, 372 per year.40 

It is important to stress that the most crucial component of quality is the early childhood educator and that 
retaining qualified, well-prepared and well-supported educators requires competitive salaries. This is one reason 
that a foundational requirement of the federal pre-K development grants awarded in December 2014 was that pre-K 
teachers in grant-funded programs earn salaries on par with K-12 teachers and have similar qualifications, namely 
a bachelor’s degree with a certification in early childhood education.41  High-quality early learning programming 
cannot be sustained with a low-wage, high-turnover workforce. For decades, research has documented the 
negative impact that the high turnover rate for early educators has on the children they teach and care for. Good 
compensation is the key to combating this high turnover.42

 
Age of 
Child

STAR 1 STAR 2 STAR 3 STAR 4

Infant
Full 
Time 
$0.35

Part 
Time 
$0.15

Full 
Time 
$1.55

Part 
Time 
$0.95

Full 
Time 
$5.55

Part 
Time 
$2.65

Full 
Time 
$8.40

Part 
Time 
$3.35

Young/
old 
toddlers

Full 
Time 
$0.35

Part 
Time 
$0.15

Full 
Time 
$1.45

Part 
Time 
$0.85

Full 
Time 
$5.40

Part 
Time 
$2.55

Full 
Time 
$8.25

Part 
Time 
$3.20

Preschool
Full 
Time 
$0.35

Part 
Time 
$0.15

Full 
Time 
$0.95

Part 
Time 
$0.45

Full 
Time 
$4.80

Part 
Time 
$2.05

Full 
Time 
$7.50

Part 
Time 
$2.60

School 
Age

Full 
Time 
$0.35

Part 
Time 
$0.15

Full 
Time 
$0.95

Part 
Time 
$0.45

Full 
Time 
$4.80

Part 
Time 
$2.05

Full 
Time 
$7.50

Part 
Time 
$2.60

Table 5.
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Improve Early Learning Workforce Conditions

Much of the early childhood workforce in Pittsburgh is chronically underpaid, according to the Economic Policy 
Institute, whose report highlighted severe challenges in compensation for the early child care workforce. 

 � In Pittsburgh, 62.7 percent of pre-K teachers cannot afford a one-person budget to sustain an adequate 
standard of living in the city, while 85.5 percent of child care workers caring for infants and toddlers or 
working as teaching assistants in pre-K classrooms cannot afford to maintain an adequate standard of 
living.43 

This is consistent with national trends:

 � Child care workers are among the country’s lowest-paid workers with a median hourly wage of $10.31, 
which is 39.3 percent lower than the median hourly wage in other occupations.44   

 � The family income for one in seven child care workers is below the federal poverty line. 

As shown in figure 4, most early childhood educators often do not receive benefits for health insurance and pension 
funds. Nationally, only 15 percent of those in the early childhood workforce have employer-sponsored health 
insurance compared with about 50 percent of workers in other occupations. Similarly, only 9.5 percent of the 
early childhood workforce has pension coverage compared with 39 percent of workers in similar jobs.45  These 
low earnings and benefits negatively affect childcare workers and their families. The cost of center-based infant 
care in Pennsylvania is 55 percent of a child care worker’s annual wage and 43 percent of a preschool teacher’s 
annual wage.46  Due to exorbitant costs of child care and the low wages earned, many early childhood educators 
rely on informal or family care to meet their own child care needs; nearly half of these workers are in families that 
rely on one or more public support programs every year.

Low compensation levels create poverty, fuel high turnover, and undermine the quality of child care and pre-K 
services. Without a concentrated focus on raising compensation and training, early learning expansion will not 
raise and sustain quality services. 

Employer-Sponsored Health Insurance Pension Coverage

Early Childhood Workforce Benefits47

Figure 4.

50% 
15%

39% 
10%

Early Childhood Educators

Workers in Similar Occupations
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Cost Estimates for Child Care Expansion

Estimates described in table 6 for early learning expansion are based on U.S. Census data for the number of 
children from infancy through age 4 living in Pittsburgh. Additional estimates are shown using higher pre-K 
per-pupil spending rates to determine the costs of expansion in private child care programs due to the fact that 
Pittsburgh Public Schools pre-k classrooms do not have to consider cost estimates for hours beyond the school 
day and maintenance of facilities. These rates are taken from research on top city pre-K programs conducted by 
the American Institute for Research that shows a $10,000 to $15,372 spending range for the high performing city 
pre-K programs in Boston, the District of Columbia, New York, San Antonio, and Seattle.48  The number of children 
potentially eligible is based on U.S. Census estimates from 2014 that put the percentage of the city’s population of 
children under age 4 at 5.1 percent.49  Lower estimates for the cost of pre-K for 3-year-olds can be calculated with 
the assumption that only 76 percent of 3-year-olds will use available pre-K. This is based on usage estimates from 
Washington, D.C., the only urban municipality with universal pre-K and multiple years of data to track usage rates. 
In D.C., 76 percent of 3-year-olds take advantage of universal pre-K, and roughly 86 percent of 4-year-olds do so.50  
Cost estimates for 4-year-olds can be reduced by assuming that the 19 percent rate of private school attendance, 
shown by the U.S. Census for kindergarten through grade 4 will be the same for pre-K.51   

Participation in child care programs for infants and toddlers is likely to be somewhat limited given that families 
may choose to have a parent stay at home and handle child care responsibilities. Costs of infants and toddlers 
can be reduced if stay-at-home parents are factored in as a subgroup that would not use publicly financed child 
care. A Pew research study has shown that stay-at-home mothers have been on the rise since 2000.52 A partial 
reflection of this study can be seen in the statistic that only 58 percent of women living in Pennsylvania participate 
in the labor workforce.53 Early Head Start estimates for infants and toddlers cited in table 6, $10,000 and $12,500 
respectively, are based on 2014 national reimbursement estimates for centers participating in Early Head Start 
Child Care partnerships. According to local Early Head Start programs, Pennsylvania Early Head Start programs 
spend significantly more than the $12,500 presented here.54

Cost Estimates55

 

Income 
Threshold—
Federal 
Poverty 
Guidelines56

Children 0-4 
yrs. as 5.1% of 
population57 

Average cost 
of full-time 
child care 
for children 
under age 
1 based on 
$12,500 
per Early 
Head Start 
estimates58

Average cost 
of full-time 
child care for 
toddlers ages 
1 and 2, based 
on $10,000 
per Early 
Head Start 
estimates.59

Average cost 
of pre-K 
for 3 and 4 
year olds 
based on the 
$9,220 pre-k 
per-pupil 
spending of 
PPS

Average cost 
of pre-K for 
3- and 4-year 
olds based on 
the $13,000 
per-pupil 
spending 
rate of high 
performing 
programs60 

Average cost 
of pre-k for 
3 and 4 year 
olds based on 
the $15,372 
per pupil 
spending 
rate of high 
performing 
programs61

Under 100% 
of the  poverty 
level

3,430
$8.5 million 
(686 
children) 60 

$13.7 
million 
(1,372 
children)

$12.6 
million 
(1,372 
children)

$17.8 
million 
(1,372 
children)

$21 million 
(1,372 
children)

Under 150% 
of the poverty 
level

4,738
$11.8 
million (948 
children)

$18.9 
million 
(1,895 
children)

$17.4 
million 
(1,895 
children)

$24.6 
million 
(1,895 
children)

$29.1 
million 
(1,895 
children)

Table 6.
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Policy Outcome Projections
 

Policy Outcome Children Impacted 
Cost (based on $9,220 
per pre-K pupil PPS 
spending rate63)

Cost (based on $15,372 
per pre-k pupil spend-
ing rate)

Eliminate PPS pre-K 
waitlist 

400 $3.6 million $6.1 million

Enroll all 3 and 4 year 
olds not currently attend-
ing pre-k 

1,130-1,53064 $10.4-14 million $17.3-23.5 million

Fully fund pre-K for all 
children either not in 
publicly funded pre-K 
or currently attending 
private pre-K

3,273-4,33165 $30.1-$39.9 million $50.3- $66.5 million

Table 7.

Income 
Threshold—
Federal 
Poverty 
Guidelines56

Children 0-4 
yrs. as 5.1% of 
population57 

Average cost 
of full-time 
child care 
for children 
under age 
1 based on 
$12,500 
per Early 
Head Start 
estimates58

Average cost 
of full-time 
child care for 
toddlers ages 
1 and 2, based 
on $10,000 
per Early 
Head Start 
estimates.59

Average cost 
of pre-K 
for 3 and 4 
year olds 
based on the 
$9,220 pre-k 
per-pupil 
spending of 
PPS

Average cost 
of pre-K for 
3- and 4-year 
olds based on 
the $13,000 
per-pupil 
spending 
rate of high 
performing 
programs60 

Average cost 
of pre-k for 
3 and 4 year 
olds based on 
the $15,372 
per pupil 
spending 
rate of high 
performing 
programs61

Under 200% 
of the poverty 
level

6,111

$15.2 
million 
(1,222 
children)

$24.4 
million 
(2,444 
children)

$22.5 
million 
(2,444 
children)

$31.7 
million 
(2,444 
children)

$37.5 
million 
(2,444) 
children)

Under 300% 
of the poverty 
level

8,326

$20.8 
million 
(1,665 
children)

$33.3 
million 
(3,330 
children)

$30.7 
million 
(3,330 
children)

$43.2 
million 
(3,330 
children)

$51.1 
million 
(3,330 
children)

Universal 15,10962

$40.9 
million 
(3,275 
children)

$62.2 
million 
(6,224 
children)

$51.7 
million 
(5,610 
children)

$72.9 
million 
(5,610  
children)                                              

$86.2 
million   
(5,610 
children)
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Existing State and Local Pre-K Programs and Funding Streams

Some may argue that existing local, state, and federal early learning funding should just be managed better and 
stretched farther. This is not possible. Compared with other cities and states, funding in Pittsburgh is not currently 
robust enough cover significantly more children. The National Institute for Early Education Research compiles 
yearly profiles of publicly funded pre-K programs serving 3- and 4-year-olds in each state and the District of 
Columbia. Currently eight states do not have programs. According to the most recent NIEER survey, compared 
to the rest of the country, Pennsylvania as a whole does poorly in terms of state funding. In the 2014-15 year, only 
5.8 percent of children who were 3 years old and 12 percent of children who were 4 years old were enrolled in 
Pennsylvania’s pre-K programs.66 

NIEER National Access Ranking:

 � 4-year-olds: 30th out of 42 states and D.C.

 � 3-year-olds: 15th out of 42 states and D.C.

 � NIEER State Spending Rank: 11th out of 42 states and D.C.

Pennsylvania’s current state pre-K programs are outlined below. Many of these programs all get large portions of 
their funding from the federal government.67  

Kindergarten for 4-Year-Olds (K4) and School-Based Pre-K Programs (SBPK)

Before 2004 (although Pennsylvania did not have a state-funded pre-K program considered as such under state 
law), districts could provide service to 4-year-olds through either the K4 program or the SBPK program. Daily 
membership counts are taken of children enrolled in K4 for public school attendance in districts and therefore 
partially funded through the state’s basic instructional subsidy formula. 

Education Accountability Block Grant (EABG)

Since 2004-05, Pennsylvania school districts have been able to offer PK through the EABG.  Children may qualify 
for this program two years before meeting the locally determined kindergarten eligibility age. However, school 
districts may set additional eligibility requirements such as low-income status or a lack of academic readiness. 
School districts are allowed to use the funds for a number of options, including providing full-day kindergarten, 
offering prekindergarten, reducing class size in kindergarten through third grade, and other activities that promote 
academic success. School districts determine the allocations of these funds. The amount of funds available 
through EABG was significantly cut in the 2011-12 school year, resulting in a much lower number of students 
served. Starting in that school year, Act 24 implemented a two-year moratorium on professional development 
requirements, which affected both the EABG and the K4 and SBPK programs. The Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Early 
Childhood Education Program received more than $2 million in early funding from this source during the 2014-15 
school year.68  

Head Start Supplemental Assistance Program (HSSAP)

During the 2004-05 school year, Pennsylvania established the HSSAP with an initial investment of $15 million. 
A handful of states, like Minnesota, run similar programs. Over time, both state funding and enrollment have 
increased. The HSSAP uses state funds to provide extended-day services for federally funded Head Start children 
and to create additional Head Start slots. Federal Head Start grantees as well as their child care partners who receive 
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a minimum STAR 3 level in the Keystone STARS quality initiative program have access to this state-funded program. 
Regardless of setting, all programs must adhere to the federal Head Start Performance Standards. Programs must 
enter data on the program, staff, and children into the web-based reporting system, the Early Learning Network. 
The Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Early Childhood Education Program received more than $2 million in early funding 
from this source during the 2014-15 school year. 

Child Care Works Subsidized Child Care Program

The Child Care Works Program is the state child care assistance program described earlier. It is funded through the 
federal Child Development Block Grant.69 It funds child care and after-school care for children from infancy until 
age 13. Public and private providers utilize Child Care Works funding. 

Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts Program 

The Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts Program was founded in the 2007-08 school year. Similar to EABG, children are 
eligible for the program two years before their locally determined kindergarten eligibility age; however, programs 
may set additional criteria based on local need. The primary eligibility criterion for enrollment in addition to age is 
income. Eligible children must have a household income of 300 percent of the federal poverty line. Pennsylvania 
Pre-K Counts funds are allocated through a competitive award system. School districts, Head Start Programs, and 
child care centers that hold a STAR 3 or 4 designation in Keystone STARS are all eligible for funding through this 
program. 

Pittsburgh Public Schools Early Childhood Education

The Pittsburgh Public School District provides free, full day70 pre-K to students ages 3-5. The program is not 
universal. The waitlist for the 2015-16 academic year was roughly 340 students; in prior years the waitlist reached 
approximately 500.71  The district operates classrooms in 34 locations and collaborates with 16 local child care 
agencies to provide comprehensive services for children and families. Programs are operated out of elementary 
schools, in addition to two district-run early childhood centers. Parents may select any location based on 
availability. If there is greater interest in any one location than spaces available, a lottery is be held for those specific 
locations.72  

The program is funded through local, state and federal funds, including Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts, Head Start 
Supplemental Assistance Program, Head Start and Early Head Start, tuition from families, and accountability block 
grant from the state.73 

Enrollment is free for families making 300 percent of the federal poverty line and below. Children from families 
exceeding the bar may enroll through a tuition-based option.74   All lead teachers are certified in early childhood 
education by the state of Pennsylvania, and more than 50 percent hold a master’s degree. All assistant teachers have 
an associate degree or child development associate certificate.75 

As shown in figure 5, Pittsburgh Public Schools uses a range of state and federal funding as well as tuition payments 
from families. 
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Figure 7.

Paying for Expanded Early Learning: Potential Revenue Sources

Pittsburgh cannot afford to postpone prioritizing its children. Public sources of revenue for early learning expansion 
do exist for the city, and can be tapped so that these vital pre-K and child care services can reinforce the city’s 
continued growth and prosperity. An analysis by PNC’s chief economist found that “metropolitan Pittsburgh is a 
picture of stability entering 2016.”79   It found that the city had strong labor force growth in 2015, “healthy demand” 
for residential housing, and a realistic expectation that population declines will turn around. This is great news 
for Pittsburgh, and city leaders should ensure that growth and prosperity is widely distributed. Finding revenue to 
expand pre-K and child care is an important first step toward that larger goal.

Pittsburgh’s Intergovernmental Cooperation Authority (ICA) should be mindful of these facts in approving the city’s 
budget, and the city’s ongoing attempts to no longer be considered a financially distressed municipality under the 
state’s Act 57. The ICA is a state oversight body that was created in 2004 to help stabilize the city’s finances. The ICA 
must review and approve a balanced budget from the city. If the ICA does not approve the budget, the ICA has the 
power to withhold Pittsburgh’s share of state gambling revenue. Gambling revenue accounts for approximately $20 
million of the city’s $500 million operating budget.  The city has said in the past that “policy questions are outside 
of [the ICA’s] legal jurisdiction when approving or disapproving budgets.”80  Spending on pre-K and child care is a 
“policy question” and, as long as the budget is balanced, should be treated as such by the ICA. 

Generally by state law, as a home-rule second-class city, Pittsburgh can set higher rates than the limits provided 
in state law for property taxes and personal taxes levied on residents, but cannot create new subjects for taxation.81  
While some restrictions have been enacted since the state began fiscal oversight,82  city leaders should be bold 
and innovative, and work with the state if necessary, in designing a sustainable long-term funding source for early 
childhood education expansion.  
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In Pittsburgh, 65 percent of total revenues come from four sources:83  

 � Real estate tax collections are the largest single source of revenue in the budget. The city lowered the rate 
in 2012 from 10.8 mills to 7.56 mills, and expanded the homestead exemption for primary residences, 
further lowering the tax burden. Under current law, a primary residence valued at $100,000 would be taxed 
at 8.02 mills as an $85,000 home. Yet the city continues to collect more in total real estate taxes year over 
year. In 2015, the state collected $7.9 million more than in 2014. A 1 mill increase (one-tenth of a cent), still 
below the 2012 rate, could increase annual revenue by approximately $15 million. A 1.3 mill increase would 
increase revenue by approximately $20 million.

 � The city’s earned income tax is a 1 percent levy on the wages or net profits earned by Pittsburgh residents 
and is expected to generate around $91 million in 2016. The Pittsburgh School District levies an earned 
income tax at 2 percent, 0.25 percent of which is shared with the city. A 0.1 percent increase could generate 
an additional $7.2 million for the city. The income tax must be uniform in applying the same rate to all 
income levels. While the city, as a second-class city under state law, would generally have the power to 
raise rates on personal taxes above state limits, the state has enacted limits on the earned income tax.

 � The payroll preparation tax is levied at the rate of 0.55 percent on the gross payroll of business in the city.  
Payroll preparation taxes are expected to generate $60 million in fiscal year 2016, even as “Institutions of 
Purely Public Charity”—major employers and users of city services that enjoy numerous tax benefits—are 
exempt. If nonprofits were to pay the tax, the city estimates it would generate an additional $20 million. 

 � The parking tax is expected to generate $53 million. The current rate is 37.5 percent. Roughly $13.38 
million of the parking tax revenue is dedicated to the pension fund annually through 2017, increasing 
to approximately $26.75 million in 2018 and continuing through 2041. A significant portion of the tax is 
pledged to helping shore up the city’s pension funds.

In addition to the options from the city’s larger revenue sources described above, the city can look to other revenue 
sources to fund an early childhood expansion:84

 � The city is projected to see a significant reduction in debt service in the next two years. Debt service as a 
percentage of expenditures is projected to fall below 9 percent in the next four years. This keeps the city’s 
commitment to bring debt service below 12 percent of expenditures, and will free up a significant amount 
of money in the budget.  In 2017-18, debt service is estimated to decrease by over $10 million and decrease 
by another $29 million in 2019. These savings should allow the city to reinvest in its critical infrastructure 
and social service needs. 

 � A non-resident sports facility usage fee is authorized by the state and set by the City Council at 3 percent 
on non-residents. It is expected to raise $5 million in 2016. The 3 percent fee is levied on any income that 
can be attributable to performances at a public facility. State law caps the fee at 3 percent. The City Council 
could switch to a flat dollar amount, but a high flat dollar amount could deter usage of the facility (and end 
up not raising as much revenue as the current percent fee).

 � The institution and service privilege tax is expected to raise $588,345 in 2016. It is a 6 mill tax on gross 
income for organizations operating as nonprofits.  Nonprofits in the city are major employers and users of 
city services, and should be expected to pay their fair share in supporting those services through the payroll 
tax, this tax or an agreement with the city. While nonprofits may claim that this tax shows they contribute 
to the city, it has major exemptions for income from insurance payments and other common nonprofit 
revenue sources. Given these exemptions, the tax is not an attractive source to raise major revenue, but 
should be kept in mind when addressing how much money the nonprofits in the city should contribute as 
their fair share for using public services. 
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 � Pittsburgh also has passed an outdoor advertising tax that is expected to generate $1 million to $2 million, 
but no revenue has been collected because the tax is currently in litigation.

 � The city’s share of the deed transfer tax is 2 percent of the sale price of a property paid at the time of the 
sale and is expected to bring in $21 million in 2016.  A 0.5 percent increase in the tax could bring in an 
additional $4 million. 

 � As a part of a long-term strategy, the city could look to Philadelphia’s plan to tax sugary drinks to fund 

early childhood education and community schools. The city or the county would need state cooperation 

to implement such a tax. Proponents cite the numerous public health benefits of the plan along with the 

educational and economic benefits of a robustly funded early childhood education program. One caveat 

is that neither the city nor the county can raise this tax unilaterally; state cooperation and action would be 

necessary. A two cent per ounce soda tax in the city was estimated in 2011 to generate $25 million. With the 

city’s growth since that time, a new estimate could produce even higher revenue projections.85 

Finally, the Pittsburgh City Council and school board have approved numerous tax abatement deals to encourage 

development. While perhaps necessary in the past, now is the time to take a hard look at whether individual deals 

are good for taxpayers. Starting this fiscal year, a new standard by the Governmental Accounting Standards Board 

is effective. This new standard requires governments to report on their financial statements the amount of revenue 

lost to tax abatement agreements. City leaders should work to ensure that this rule is properly implemented and, as 

data become available, engage in a comprehensive cost-benefit analysis of such programs. The city should not be 

subsidizing profitable development or development that would take place regardless of the tax incentive when there 

is so much need. As it stands now, the city, school district, and county stand to collect an additional $5 million over 

the next three years from tax diversions that will expire by 2019.

A comprehensive look at the city’s budget—with an eye toward progressive taxation—will allow the city to meet this 

need. As outlined in table 8, a sustainable revenue stream to provide pre-K is possible with a combination of the 

recommendations above.

 
Budget Action Additional Revenue/Savings in 2017

1.3 mill real estate tax increase $20 million

Debt service reduction $10 million

Payroll tax on “Institutions of Purely Public Charity” $20 million

Raise the income tax 0.1 percent (state cooperation 
necessary)

$7.2 million

Deed transfer tax increase $4 million

Soda tax (state cooperation necessary) $25 million

Outdoor advertising tax $2 million

Expiring tax diversions  
(split with the school district and county)

$1.2 million by 2017, $5 million by 2019

Total $88.2 million

Table 8.86

Public Sourcesof Revenue
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Conclusion

All children deserve an equal chance to succeed. The need for significant public investment in early learning is 
now. Working families in Pittsburgh have struggled for too long to afford prekindergarten and child care for their 
children. For many communities of color, affordable, high-quality, early learning slots have been particularly 
scarce. In too many neighborhoods, a dearth of public pre-K and child care programs has led to children not being 
kindergarten ready. This missed opportunity is needless. By investing in high quality early learning for all children, 
Pittsburgh can serve its families and strengthen its economy for all families. 
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