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Public Pre-K Access and Enrollment: 

Assessing Take-up of Missouri’s Early 

Childhood Education Funding Expansion 
By: J. Cameron Anglum, Ph.D. 

KEY POINTS 

Passed in 2014, Missouri House Bill 1689 provides a new funding source for traditional 

public school districts and charter schools to enroll low-income pre-K students. While 

public pre-K enrollment expanded in Missouri prior to the pandemic, many school districts 

have not leveraged this newly available state funding to support pre-K growth. I find:  

• From 2015 to 2019, school district and charter school pre-K enrollment expanded 

3.4% per year.  

• Missouri House Bill 1689 was intended to further expand public pre-K access for low-

income students through the provision of additional state funding. 

• Schools serving more low-income students and schools with higher student-teacher 

ratios were more likely to access the new state funding. 

• Rural schools were significantly less likely to access these new state funds in support 

of pre-K growth. 

Introduction 
In Missouri, public access to robust early childhood education (ECE) opportunities 

represents a prime area of opportunity to support economically disadvantaged 

and racial minority youth. Expanded prekindergarten (pre-K) access represents a 

particular area of focus, though the funding streams to achieve this growth often 

may be difficult to obtain. Public ECE opportunities are funded and administered 

through a diverse landscape of local, state, and federal providers. In recent years, 

voters have expressed mixed opinions on sales tax ballot initiatives in support of 

pre-K expansion on the local level. St. Louis City voters recently approved a 

modest tax increase
1
 while voters in Kansas City rejected a more substantial tax 

increase two years ago.
2
 At the state level, in 2019 Missouri announced it won a 

federal $33.5 million “Preschool Development Grant Birth to Five (PDG B-5).” The 

grant required the state to spend the funds over three years to support regional 

early childhood service coordination.
3
 These efforts culminated in the creation of 

Missouri’s Office of Childhood, which consolidated nearly all early childhood 

programs across state government.
4
 This reorganization offers promise for future 

ECE access especially for low-income families.  

In 2014, state lawmakers passed House Bill 1689 in what may amount to its most 

significant investment in ECE expansion to date. HB1689 expanded ECE funding 

to local school districts and charter schools, which serve large shares of 

economically disadvantaged students. Though preliminary 2020-21 data reflect 
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precipitous declines in pre-K enrollment amid the pandemic, in 

the 2019-20 school year, local education agencies claimed 

HB1689 state funding for over six thousand pre-K students. In 

this brief, I explore HB1689 state funding use in support of 

Missouri pre-K opportunities. 

Providing Pre-K Opportunities  

Similar to other states, state-funded ECE in Missouri public 

schools constitutes only a portion of publicly accessible ECE 

opportunities. Access varies by local and state contexts and 

often are determined through applicant income. For example, 

federally funded Head Start program eligibility is restricted to low

-income families and provides about 7% of the enrollment of 

three- and four-year-olds nationwide.
5
 Head Start 

disproportionately serves economically disadvantaged and 

racial minority students and families; 37% and 30% of Head 

Start enrollees identify as Hispanic and Black, respectively.
6
 

Therefore, Head Start serves as a critical resource to reduce 

outcome gaps among economically disadvantaged and racial 

minority populations. However, Head Start does not serve all 

disadvantaged students who could benefit from its services. 

Many states and localities provide additional pathways to publicly accessible early childhood education; some 

restrict access through “means-tested” eligibility based on family income while others avail universal access. 

Universal programs in Georgia and 

Oklahoma
7
 and means-tested programs in 

Texas
8
 and South Carolina,

9
 for example, 

have generated substantial gains in student 

academic outcomes. It is important to note 

that state-funded ECE expansion may have 

unintended consequences on nearby Head 

Start and private ECE providers which 

compete for enrollees.
10, 11

 

In addition to Head Start and state-funded 

programs, there exist several other providers 

of ECE and related services. In Missouri, the Child Care Subsidy Program funds childcare services for low-

income families to support economic engagement for parents and other caregivers. This funding is made 

available on a sliding scale depending on family income levels.
12

 To coordinate its growing ECE offerings, 

Missouri received a $6.5 million federal grant in 2019, in part to revise the state’s Early Childhood Strategic 

Plan.
13

 In their strategic plan, state leaders identified ECE access and financing as a top priority area for state 

HB 1689’s Role in Missouri ECE 

Unlike neighboring Illinois and Iowa, 

Missouri lacks universal access to pre-

K.15 Instead, HB1689 provides LEAs 

funding to enroll low-income students 

in pre-K. 

• 3-, 4-, and 5-year olds eligible for 

free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL) 

may receive state funding. 

• LEAs may receive ECE program 

funding for up to 4% of their total 

count of P-12 FRPL students. 

• LEAs must pursue this funding, 

however, providing the necessary 

ECE accommodations for 

interested students and families. 



policy, with goals including to 

“ensure equity in the 

distribution of financial 

resources.”
14

 Expanded pre-K 

funding, such as that offered 

through HB1689, offers one 

such equity-oriented measure 

of ECE investment.  

House Bill 1689 

Funding Take-up  

In the analyses which follow, I 

focus on pre-pandemic 

Missouri pre-K enrollment 

through the 2019-20 school 

year. Though pandemic-era 

enrollment trends are critical 

topics of study, they likely 

reflect a variety of factors 

beyond those over which 

HB1689 funding may exert 

direct  

influence. It is difficult or impossible to disentangle the two phenomena using data from the 2020-21 school 

year. Prior to the onset of the pandemic, public school district and charter school pre-K enrollment (hereafter 

referred to as local education agency, or LEA, enrollment) followed a positive trajectory, increasing between 

124 and 1,594 students per year between 2015 and 2019 (see Table 1). Conversely, the state’s entire K-12 

enrollment declined between 245 and 2,386 students per year over the same time period.  

Despite this pre-K growth, only a subset of the state’s LEAs elected to pursue HB1689 pre-K funding. LEAs 

using HB1689 funding tend to be larger, enrolling roughly twice as many students, and tend to serve large 

shares of economically disadvantaged students, as shown in Table 2. Across Missouri’s geography, urban, 

suburban, and town LEAs have pursued HB1689 funding in much greater proportion than their rural 

counterparts. Fewer than one in four rural LEAs received pre-K funding. LEAs accessing pre-K funding tend to 

spend approximately $1,000 less per pupil per year, driven by lower local revenues (e.g., property taxes). The 

darker-shaded LEAs in Figure 1 are those that received some share of HB1689 funding in 2019-20. While 

much of rural Missouri did not access the state’s funding mechanism, some rural regions demonstrated high 

adoption rates.  

I also conducted regression analyses to assess the LEA characteristics associated with HB1689 funding take-



up. These analyses help provide a more nuanced picture than the summary statistics in Table 2 because they 

enable the examination of multiple variables at the same time. The regression models consider the following 

predictors of funding take-up: school enrollment; school shares of low-income, English language learner and 

disabled students; school geography; student-teacher ratios; and per-pupil school funding.  

 

Figure 1 : Share of HB1689 State-funded Pre-K Seats Left Available, 2019-20  

These analyses indicate:  

1) The more low-income students an LEA serves, the more likely that LEA is to receive HB1689 funding. This 

makes sense, given the policy specifically targets low-income students.  

2) Charter schools are less likely to receive HB1689 funding. This finding is a bit counterintuitive, given that a 

greater share of charter schools received funding relative to traditional public school districts. Lagging 

charter school take-up is likely attributable to other school characteristics including student make-up and 

geography.  

3) Rural LEAs are over 20% less likely to receive HB1689 funding relative to suburban LEAs and even less 

likely relative to urban LEAs. 

4) LEAs with higher student-teacher ratios are more likely to receive HB1689 funding.  

5) School expenditures and revenues do not help predict the likelihood of funding take-up.  

 



 

Conclusions  
As state leaders and local education officials navigate pandemic-era challenges including enrollment disruptions 

prevalent among young students, it is likewise important to take stock of recent advancements. From the state’s 

new Office of Childhood to federal grants in support of strategic planning, pre-K and other ECE offerings in 

Missouri are poised to expand in the years to come. HB1689 may serve a vital role in that process, though only 

if LEAs use as much of the funding made available to them as possible. Currently, some LEAs, particularly 

those in rural areas, lag their geographic neighbors in state funding take-up. If Missouri is to make significant 

gains in equitable access to ECE opportunities across a range of school types, it will be critical for policymakers 

and local leaders to evaluate where state funding is being left on the table and strategize ways to improve 

funding take-up. 
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