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Executive Summary 

This paper examines the types of funding available to counties in Florida for 

financing early childhood education programs for low-income families. It presents the 

four most common funding sources – the federal and state governments, private 

philanthropy, dependent local funding, and independent taxing authority – and examines 

the advantages and disadvantages of relying on each source. While counties can use a 

combination of funding sources, this paper demonstrates the advantage of establishing a 

local council with independent taxing authority over relying solely on federal, state, 

private, and dependent local funding.  

 

Statement of Problem 

 In Florida, local administrators need a reliable, abundant source of funding to 

finance quality early childhood education for disadvantaged children. With state law 

making several options available to counties, the question of which funding source results 

in the most effective services is one that must be answered in order to help counties make 

future policy decisions in their efforts to address the ongoing gaps in the provision of 

early childhood education.  

Background 

Early childhood education aims to guide children from birth to the age of 5, years 

in which they undergo crucial steps of development. These childcare sites must extend 

beyond simple daycares to healthy, nurturing environments that encourage emotional, 

physical, and mental growth in infants and children. Studies have consistently shown that 

successes or failures during early learning can significantly affect the rest of a child’s life. 

Yet, many families cannot afford to enroll their children in sufficient programs. While 

free public K-12 education is universal, nationwide, only half of children in poverty 

under the age of 4 benefit from publicly funded early childhood education. For children 



above the poverty line but below median income, the percentage is even lower.1 Where 

services are available, they are more often than not understaffed and substandard. As a 

result, low-income children with no way to participate in adequate early learning 

programs begin to fall behind their peers before they even begin school, and this disparity 

extends into all stages of life. Disadvantaged children who lack access to early childhood 

education are 60% more likely to never attend college and 70% more likely to be arrested 

for a violent crime.2 

Within its statewide early education initiatives, Florida has the 6th lowest per-

child funding rate for infants and the 7th lowest for preschoolers, and ranks 40th on the 

strength of its licensing requirements for childcare sites.3 While the federal and state 

government can provide funding and set standards, the administration of services falls to 

local officials. These services include connecting families with providers, aiding them in 

affording what they need, and ensuring the quality of the childcare sites in the area. Most 

of the time, counties lack the resources to perform those tasks successfully, leaving many 

families with only poor quality options and others with none at all, stuck on waitlists or 

ineligible for any subsidized programs.  

Statement of the State’s Interests 

Investing in children under the age of 5 means investing in the future of the state 

of Florida. Language processing skills and vocabulary knowledge acquired during early 
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childhood directly correlate with success in kindergarten and elementary school.4 In turn, 

success in elementary school determines success in later life. By the age of 5, it can be 

accurately predicted whether a child will complete high school and college, and in 

Florida, third graders’ reading scores can be used to predict the number of prison beds 

that will be needed for their generation.5 In the long-term, effective provision of early 

learning services will create a healthier, more prosperous workforce and constituency. 

Pre-Existing Policies 

Currently, most Florida counties rely on a combination of state, federal, and local 

private or public dollars to fund early learning services for low-income families. In each 

county, federal funding is available for Head Start and Early Head Start sites, which are 

facilitated by non-profit organizations such as Lutheran Services Florida. Children living 

below the poverty line are eligible to enroll in Early Head Start until the age of 3 and then 

Head Start from the age of 3 until the age of 5.6 However, because of limited funding, 

only a fraction of low-income children benefit from one of these programs. Nationally, 

only 20% of disadvantaged preschoolers are enrolled in Head Start, and the initiative is 

estimated to be $14 billion short of reaching all children in poverty. In Florida, Head 

Start reaches only 16% of eligible 4 year-olds and 12% of eligible 3 year-olds, and most 

sites have too few resources to provide services with high quality.7 
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State dollars for early education go to Florida’s School Readiness and Voluntary 

Pre-K (VPK) initiatives, and each county has its own Early Learning Coalition, a non-

profit organization responsible for managing these state-funded programs at the local 

level.8 VPK stems from a 2005 constitutional amendment that mandates that the state of 

Florida make Pre-Kindergarten available to all children by the age of 4. While VPK has 

succeeded in reaching 68% of Florida’s 4 year-olds, it is poorly funded. With low 

standards for teacher qualifications, high staff-child ratios, and low per-child spending, it 

is adequate in its reach but questionable in its effectiveness.9 Similarly, the School 

Readiness program, which offers low-income families financial assistance for childcare, 

aids over 200,000 families but struggles to provide them with quality options. School 

Readiness pays an average of $5,000 per child annually to a childcare provider, while the 

average private annual payment is close to $10,000. Accordingly, accepting School 

Readiness children overstretches and burdens childcare sites, and most high standard 

providers refuse to serve more than a handful.10 

Because of these limitations in funding, local programs are often created to 

supplement VPK, School Readiness, and Head Start, but those programs require a 

separate, local source of financing. In some areas, that support has been found in the 

private sector, with counties benefiting from large amounts of philanthropy. The city of 

Sarasota in particular is notable for its ability to rely almost solely on charitable funding, 

with a steady of stream of investment in early childhood education coming from its large 

upper-income retired community.11 Other counties, however, have turned instead to an 
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earmarked portion of local taxes or a special ad valorem property tax established by 

referendum. Florida is the only state with a law allowing counties to create these special 

taxing districts solely for children’s services. Nine counties have created such districts, 

and eight of them have been granted independent taxing authority by voters, allowing 

them to tax without involving any other jurisdiction, including the county government. 

These eight counties are Broward, Hillsborough, Martin, Miami-Dade, Okeechobee, 

Palm Beach, Pinellas, and St. Lucie.12 Each of these counties has an autonomous 

Children’s Services Council that levies the tax and creates programs financed entirely by 

its revenue. Depending on the county, the tax costs the average homeowner between $25 

and $80 a year, raising millions for educational services.13 The impact of this revenue can 

be massive, with staff at the Children’s Services Council in Palm Beach County 

expressing confidence that all their county’s needs can be met with the amount of funding 

the tax makes available for early childhood education.14 

The process of creating a Children’s Services Council with independent taxing 

authority begins with a county needs assessment. Based on that assessment, gaps in 

services are identified, and those gaps shape the future priorities of the council. The most 

pressing needs identified are not always in the area of early childhood education, and as a 

result, most of the eight Children’s Services Councils focus primarily on other areas, 

particularly after-school care for school-aged children. All of them, however, concentrate 

to some extent on early learning. Palm Beach County dedicates the most attention to 
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early childhood education, with approximately 72% of the funds raised by its Children’s 

Service Council being spent on children under the age of 5.15 

Once the needs assessment has been completed, voters must approve the creation 

of the Children’s Services Council and its power to levy an ad valorem property tax. 

Public support for these measures has been variable. Most recently, in 2014, voters in 

both Palm Beach and Broward were faced with the choice of renewing their Council’s 

taxing authority, and both measures passed easily. In Palm Beach County, nearly 85% of 

local voters chose to renew their Council’s taxing authority, 16 while in Broward, 68% of 

voters supported the measure.17 In other counties, however, ballot measures seeking to 

establish special taxing districts have failed. In Miami, the referendum to establish a 

Children’s Services Council initially failed, possibly because a narrative had been created 

in the media that the tax would take from all to give to a few.18 Counties seeking to 

establish independent taxing authority need to devise a strategy to rally public support, 

which should include a push through the media, in order to ensure the passage of the 

referendum. 

Duval is the only county that has a Children’s Services Council that lacks 

independent authority to tax, relying instead on an earmarked portion of local property 

taxes. Rather than going to the voters for long-term approval, dependent districts receive 

funding at the discretion of the county government. Accordingly, the Children’s Services 

Council of Duval County must reapply for funding every year. As part of that procedure, 
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it must annually demonstrate the outcomes of its programs and the progress it has made 

in addressing disparities, meeting the criteria set by the county government.19 

Policy Options 

In summary, to ensure that all families have access to early childhood education, counties 

in Florida have four options. They can: 

1. Rely primarily on programs funded by the state and federal government.  

2. Rely primarily on private philanthropy to finance services. 

3. Establish an independent special taxing district dedicated to education and use the 

Children’s Services Council to create programs for early learning. 

4. Establish a dependent special district that uses a portion of local property taxes for 

early learning programs. 

Advantages and Disadvantages of Policy Options 

 Option No. 1  

o Advantages State and federal funds are the easiest for counties to access, 

requiring no extra work of applications or lobbying. They are readily available 

for all counties to utilize, and initiatives like VPK, School Readiness, and 

Head Start have established guidelines and structures that are easy to follow. 

o Disadvantages State and federal funds are usually limited, leading to 

programs that lack quality and reach too few children. They also come with a 

significant amount of regulations that can restrict the ability of local providers 

to adapt to the needs of their clients. Because of the distance between the 

distributor of the funding and the childcare sites, providers have little 
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flexibility or autonomy, and may be unable to help families in need who do 

not meet the set eligibility requirements.20 

 Option No. 2  

o Advantages Sites relying on private charity are more likely to have all the 

resources they require, since they have a greater ability to make their needs 

known to their financial backer. Privately funded programs also generally 

have more autonomy and fewer restrictions than government funded 

programs, allowing providers to adapt to their clients’ needs.  

o Disadvantages Relying on private funders means that each early learning site 

in a county is likely being run by a different entity. This separation creates a 

system with less coordination between services, risking duplication of effort 

and preventing clients from receiving the full spectrum of what is available to 

them. Private funding may also not be evenly distributed, available in some 

areas of a county but scarce in others. 

 Option No. 3 

o Advantages An independent special taxing district yields abundant funding 

for early learning programs, increasing providers’ ability to offer high quality 

services. Being in control of the funding also means that local policymakers 

have complete autonomy and flexibility in running programs. When a gap or 

need is identified, it can be immediately addressed with a new initiative or a 

change in an old one, without any approval process or requirements to adhere 
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to.21 Since all locally funded services are coordinated by one entity, the 

Children’s Services Council, there is no risk of duplication. Instead, a one-

stop-shop of services and resources can be created for families.  

o Disadvantages Gaining periodic approval from the voters requires extensive 

legwork and technical assistance – time and manpower that a county may not 

have.22 In addition, the creation of a tax could discourage donations, 

disrupting services in areas that previously relied substantially on private 

funding.  

 Option No. 4  

o Advantages Though it has slightly less autonomy, a dependent special district 

has most of the same advantages as an independent district. Additionally, the 

procedure of applying for funds each year means that the Council must 

periodically examine its outcomes and progress, which can be a positive 

process of self-analysis that increases the quality of services. 

o Disadvantages Though they do not have to go to voters for approval, 

Children’s Services Councils in dependent districts face perhaps even more 

work and uncertainty in the process of re-applying for funds at the beginning 

of each fiscal year. There is always the possibility that local priorities will 

change and the Council will lose its funding. Furthermore, unlike with 

independent Children’s Services Councils, any extra funds that are not used 

                                                             
21 Parker, Interview.  
22 Birken, Interview. 



by the end of the year are returned to the county and spent in other policy 

areas, rather than kept back to be spent on education the next year.23  

Recommendation 

Counties should strongly consider Policy Option 3, creating a special taxing 

district with independent authority to gain funds for early childhood education. While 

levying this special ad valorem property tax, counties can continue to receive federal, 

state, and private dollars for early learning, but they should make a strategic decision to 

utilize their taxing authority as the primary source of funding for a multitude of new 

initiatives. Relying on a local source of funding has several decisive advantages. 

Enjoying full autonomy and flexibility, policymakers can carefully evaluate needs and 

craft programs specifically to address them. With no mandatory requirements or “one 

size fits all model,” staff at the Children’s Services Council can work with families on a 

case-by-case basis, adapting services to their situations as necessary. In addition, the 

central authority of the Children’s Services Council means that its staff can keep the big 

picture in mind and are able to offer both providers and families information about all the 

services available in the county. In short, establishing a special taxing district for early 

childhood education would vastly expand a county’s resources while enhancing its ability 

to provide high quality services. 

While creating a dependent special district for early learning would have most of 

this same effect, the burden of seeking approval every year and the possibility of being 

restricted by the county government makes independent taxing authority preferable. 

Gaining passage of a referendum that grants this independent authority to a Children’s 

Services Council can be a difficult process, but counties can ask for technical assistance 
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from the Florida Children’s Council, the umbrella organization that oversees Children’s 

Services Councils from the state level.24 If a referendum fails, a county can establish a 

dependent special district instead, but should try again for independent authority in the 

next election cycle. Broward County has already made this transition from dependent to 

independent status, with positive results. The eight counties that already have Children’s 

Services Councils with independent taxing authority are making progress in addressing 

inequities in early childhood education, and it is strongly recommended that other 

counties follow their example.  
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