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Introduction
How a society supports young children and their
families in their early years matters, because
the way we begin our lives lays the foundation
for our future. There are many ingredients
that positively contribute to a young child’s
development—loving, nurturing family members
and caregivers; good nutrition; access to
preventive health care and treatment; and safe,
supportive homes and communities are just a
few. High-quality early education is a particularly
important component, as it prepares children for
all future learning.

First 5 San Francisco

5

I am at the high school level. I’ve taught in the
district since 2001, and ad nauseum I hear this
thing, the achievement gap, and it’s significant.
I think early inter vention is the most important
thing, and access to certain populations is
incredibly important. The quality of the
education at these Preschool for All facilities
is amazing. The idea that not only are we
increasing access, but we’re increasing quality
access – it’s to me incredibly important.”

Charles Sylvester
High school teacher, parent of 2-year-old and 5-year-old

In March 2004, San Francisco voters ushered in a bright,
new era for the city’s children and families, creating
one of the nation’s first city-funded universal preschool
systems, Preschool for All (PFA). San Franciscans
recognized that the best way to ensure a strong future
for everyone was to make sure all children received the
early care and education opportunities they needed. With
the passage of Proposition H, the City and County of San
Francisco formed a new Public Education Enrichment
Fund with dedicated resources for expanding highquality preschool education to all 4-year-olds. It was a
distinct honor for First 5 San Francisco to serve as the
City department responsible for launching and leading
this ambitious initiative to fundamentally transform public
education in San Francisco.
Ten years later, the results of Preschool for All were
evident. Children’s preschool participation reached an
all-time high, preschool programs stepped up the quality
of their curricula and teaching, and children started
kindergarten with better academic and social skills.
Moreover, PFA’s universal approach expanded education
opportunity for the city’s children, especially among
African-American and Latino children who previously
had the least access to high-quality early education.
Among these children, the city made its greatest gains
in preschool participation and saw some of the largest
increases in children’s skill development.
The success of Preschool for All in San Francisco owed
a great deal to certain key strategies that First 5 and its
partners put in place early on in the life of the initiative.
Three of these strategies, which form the structure of this
report, were:
1. Expanding access and increasing affordability through
a universal approach, but with a unwavering focus on
equity and children furthest from opportunity
2. Defining and measuring quality to raise the bar for
what to expect from early education programs
3. Supporting programs and educators to deliver the best
possible education to children.

First 5 San Francisco

First 5 San Francisco dedicated itself to closing the gap
for San Francisco children who weren’t participating in
any program, and—equally significant—improving the
quality of education for children already in programs.
Nationwide, researchers lamented the quality of early care
and education, not just in publicly funded programs, but
in privately funded ones as well. Programs of mediocre
quality did nothing to address racial equity or close
gaps in opportunity and achievement. Therefore, the
success of PFA hinged on simultaneously addressing both
opportunity and quality—not pitting one against the other.
These strategies would have had little effect were it not
for a citywide commitment to see them through. First 5
was joined by the San Francisco Unified School District,
the Department of Children, Youth and Their Families,
the Human Services Agency, the Department of Public
Health, and private foundations such as the Mimi and
Peter Haas Fund and the Evelyn and Walter Haas, Jr. Fund
in a partnership to build a high-quality universal preschool
system for the city’s children. Educators and leaders in
150 different preschool programs in every corner of the
city similarly heeded the call, opening their doors to more
children than ever and dedicating themselves to a process
of continuous self-reflection and improvement. First 5 is
grateful for the work of so many who supported the grand
vision of PFA.
The city has made significant progress in improving
educational outcomes for thousands of children in San
Francisco, yet the work is not complete. On November
4, 2014, San Francisco voters overwhelmingly chose to
renew funding for Preschool for All for another 26 years.
By passing Proposition C (the “Children and Families First
Initiative”) with a staggering 74 percent of the vote, San
Francisco recognized the significant accomplishments of
PFA over the last decade and paved the way for an even
brighter future for young children in the city. With the
passage of Proposition C, responsibility for administering
PFA passed from First 5 to the Mayor’s newly established
Office of Early Care and Education. First 5 hopes that
the city can learn from the lessons of the first 10 years
of Preschool for All to evolve and expand the initiative
to even greater heights. It is with this goal that First 5
developed this report.
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A Targeted Approach to
Universal Preschool

Proposition H charged First 5 San Francisco with the task of providing
“all four-year-old children who are city residents the opportunity to
attend preschool.” After the passage of Proposition H, First 5 organized a
community-wide planning process to develop a strategic plan for closing the
early education opportunity gap. The result was the adoption of a universal
approach, under which all children would be eligible and encouraged to
participate in Preschool for All. Yet treating all children equally would not
by itself address racial inequality and close opportunity and achievement
gaps between groups. Therefore, over the last 10 years, within the context
of the universal preschool initiative, First 5 adopted targeted policies and
practices designed to provide extra services and resources where they were
needed to truly level the playing field in education.
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The Benefits of Universalism

Historically, public early education programs such as Head Start and the California State Preschool Program (“State
Preschool”) required participants to supply documentation of their low-income status. San Francisco’s new program went
against this trend. In order to enroll in a participating PFA program, families needed only to supply evidence of a child’s
age and San Francisco residency.
San Francisco’s universal approach was based on a few key principles:
Universal programs benefit all of us.
Preschool for All was embedded within
the City’s Public Education Enrichment
Fund with the intention that PFA
become an essential component of San
Francisco’s public education system.
When preschool is treated like public
education and every child, regardless
of background, can receive it, the
entire community benefits. Children
who attend good preschools are more
successful later in school, they are
less likely to get into trouble, they
are more likely to go to college, and
they contribute to a more productive
workforce and economy.
Universal programs are easy to access.
With the goal of enrolling as many
children as possible, First 5 set out to
remove obstacles to their participation.
Unlike other social programs, PFA had
no income, employment, or citizenship
requirements to complicate eligibility.
Like the public schools, PFA’s universal
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approach made a simple promise to
families: “all children qualify.”
Universal programs are more diverse,
leading to more options and higherquality experiences for children.
Historically, preschools have been highly
segregated—racially and economically.
Because PFA was universal, many private
preschools elected to participate,
and they were able to reduce tuition,
increase scholarships, and open their
doors to more low-and moderateincome families. Programs that served
low-income populations exclusively in
the past also diversified their enrollment
profiles through PFA initiatives such as
PreschoolPlus, described later in this
report.

resources to collecting and verifying
various documents. PFA’s simplified
requirements for families freed up staff
hours so that program administrators
could focus on serving more children
and building better programs.

Universal programs are less
burdensome. Keeping track of
families’ eligibility for social programs
can add a lot of inefficiency to
programs, as administrators divert
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Equity Embedded in Universalism

Closing education and opportunity gaps among young children from different racial, economic, linguistic, and immigrant
backgrounds was a central goal of Preschool for All. The adoption of a universal approach did not preclude First 5 from
targeting certain aspects of the program to the neediest children. First 5 distributed resources strategically such that
children and programs in high-need areas received the most investment. These strategies included:

Targeted roll-out. PFA started in 2005
in the city’s poorest neighborhoods—
Mission, Bayview/Hunter’s Point, and
Visitacion Valley —before expanding
each year to additional neighborhoods
in order of need.
Enhancement funding for subsidized
programs. PFA leveraged its own
funding with Head Start and State
Preschool, the largest sources of
public early education funding for lowincome children. Subsidized programs
used federal and state funding to
cover the basic costs of staffing and
programming, and PFA layered in
quality enhancements, such as better
materials and supplies, staff training,
and professional development. PFA
enhancement funding provided up to
$3,757 in additional funding per child
to Head Start and State Preschool
programs. Over time, every Head Start
site and almost every State Preschool
site in the city joined PFA, improving
the educational experience for tens of
thousands of low-income children.

Targeted pre-PFA assistance. First 5
supported a “pipeline” of prospective,
“pre-PFA” sites seeking to achieve
PFA quality standards. This pipeline
placed a high priority on programs
that served substantial numbers of
low-income children. Some of these
programs lacked sufficient resources,
such as training and materials.
First 5 provided them with financial
assistance, coaching, and consultation
to improve quality.
Targeted supplemental funding.
Although PFA provided additional
support to state and federally funded
programs, these programs nonetheless
struggled to meet the enormous need
for early education. First 5 created
supplemental funding programs within
PFA to cope with the challenges of
serving moderate-income families
who didn’t meet state and federal
income guidelines, increase access
to full-day programs for low- and
moderate-income children, and deliver
uninterrupted services to children
regardless of any loss of eligibility for
state or federal subsidy.

Targeted curriculum enhancements.
Sites participating in PFA received
extra support for home literacy, science
education, and the arts. First 5 partnered
with organizations like Raising a Reader,
the California Academy of Sciences,
and the Performing Arts Workshop
to enhance the capacity of preschool
sites serving large numbers of lowincome children, providing them with
enriching experiences that children from
disadvantaged communities did not
often receive.
Pr es c h o o l f o r All S Ites
by A g e nc y T ype , 2 0 1 4 —2 0 1 5
3%
15%
Family Child
Care Home

For-profit
Center

42%
State
Preschool
Center

21%
Other
Nonprofit
Center

19%
Head Start
Center
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Outcomes from a “Targeted Universal” Approach

The impact of PFA’s targeted universal strategies was evident in dramatic increases in preschool participation in San
Francisco since Preschool for All launched in 2005. These increases were documented by First 5’s own administrative
data as well as independent sources. The U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey showed an increase in
preschool participation among 3- to 5-year-olds in the city, from 57 percent in 2005 to 71 percent in 2013. Citywide
school readiness assessments in 2007 and 2009 charted a similar increase, from 72 percent of 4-year-olds in 2007 to
83 percent in 2009.
Importantly, Preschool for All was able to bring early education to populations where few opportunities existed
before. Most of the gains in preschool participation occurred among Latino and African-American children, who
previously lagged behind the rest of the population in this metric and stood to benefit the most from high-quality
preschool. Initial fears that a universal approach would disproportionately benefit upper-income children at the
expense of low-income children turned out to be unfounded.
Of the nearly 3,400 children who were enrolled in PFA programs in 2013-14, no fewer than 2,500 (73 percent) were
from low- to moderate-income backgrounds. Furthermore, evidence from the 2012 evaluation of PFA indicated that
70 percent of children in PFA came from families making less than $35,000 a year.
Preschool for All proved that a universal program could expand early education opportunity for all children,
especially those who needed it the most, through inclusive policies that united programs and families around the
common goal of high-quality early education for all.
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3– and 4–Year–Olds Enrolled in School, 2005—2013
American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau)

70.9%

57.1%
46.6% 47.2%

San Francisco

California

Source: United States Census Bureau, American
Community Survey (2005 and 2013)

2005 (Pre-PFA)
2013 (Post-PFA)

City and County of San Francisco
Enrollment of 4–Year–Olds by Race/Ethnicity,
2007 vs. 2009

83%

80%

79%

72%
68%

54%

All Children

African-American

Latino

Source: Applied Survey Research, Portrait of School Readiness
2009—10: San Francisco Unified School District (2010)
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Taking Aim at the Affordability Crisis

San Francisco is routinely listed
among the least affordable cities
in the United States. Housing costs
receive most of the attention, but
for families raising children in the
city, the costs of early education
can add up quickly and offer strong
encouragement to flee to more
affordable communities. For a family
of four with two children under the
age of five, child care costs can
easily reach $3,350 per month (more
than $40,000 per year), nearly as
much as the $3,600 average rent for
a two-bedroom apartment in the
city. While San Francisco is home
to many affluent families who can
afford such prices, a substantial
portion of the city’s families risk
being priced out of early education.
These working and middle-income
families earn too little to afford
market-rate preschool, but they
earn too much to qualify for publicly
subsidized programs.
Preschool for All filled the gap to
ensure that working and middleclass families in San Francisco could
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afford high-quality preschool. All
PFA programs were required to have
a plan for serving low- to moderateincome children. Programs were also
required to use their PFA funding to
reduce the cost of tuition for 4-yearolds. For a typical full-day program
—a necessity for working parents—
the PFA tuition discount was about
25 percent, or $4,000 a year. PFA
also supported a handful of partday programs where the program
was provided free of charge to
families whose schedules could
accommodate a part-day enrollment.
The discount in both contexts was
repeatedly cited by parents as
making a difference in their decision
to stay in the city.
In 2012, First 5 San Francisco
launched PreschoolPlus, a full-day
variant of PFA targeted to lowand moderate-income families.
PreschoolPlus was designed
to provide relief for families
languishing indefinitely on the San
Francisco Child Care Connection
(SF3C) wait list for subsidized care.

Previously, children on the SF3C
list could only enroll in a limited
number of state-funded sites, which
tended to be full. PreschoolPlus
gave 3- and 4-year-olds on the SF3C
list access to the full range of PFA
sites, including high-quality private
centers and family child care homes,
at little to no cost. PreschoolPlus
also enabled participating programs
to stretch their scholarship dollars
further, bring greater diversity
to their classrooms, and reduce
economic and racial segregation.
PreschoolPlus income eligibility was
based on the area median income
($99,396 for a family of four) and
lacked any work requirements, so the
program was able to assist working
and middle-class families when other
subsidies could not. Since 2012,
PreschoolPlus helped 300 low- to
moderate-income children attend
high-quality PFA programs.
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San Francisco Preschool for All
PFA-Funded Enrollment by Age, 2005—06 through 2014—15

3,642

235

Younger Than Four
(PreschoolPlus and
Bridge)

429

TK-Eligible

3,401
3,218
2,999
2,845

31

Number of Children

2,444
2,277

1,792

1,243

2,947

4-Year-Olds
(PFA-Eligible)

561

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

Source: First 5 San Francisco administrative data 2015
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Filling Gaps in the Subsidy System

Preschool for All was built on top
of a vital, complex, and incomplete
system of state and federal early care
and education programs that assist
children from low-income families. These
subsidized programs were originally
conceived as employment supports
for working parents. In San Francisco,
many children depend on state and
federal subsidies to receive early care
and education at little to no cost, but
in order to qualify, families must meet
income and employment requirements
on a continuous basis. This can lead to
unnecessary and harmful disruptions. For
example, if a family of four earns a dollar
more than $63,768 a year, or if a parent
loses a job and can’t find work quickly
enough, the family is disqualified from
subsidies—meaning they must either
vacate the program, pay full tuition, or
rely on the charity of the program, all of
which are potentially untenable choices.
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First 5 created policies that
guaranteed that no child enrolled in
PFA and receiving a state or federal
subsidy would ever be denied an
education due to disqualification
from subsidy. When called into action,
PFA’s Voucher Bridge and CSPP Bridge
funding programs could fully replace
the value of any public early care and
education subsidy—State Preschool,
welfare-to-work (“CalWORKs”) child
care vouchers, Alternative Payment
Program vouchers, or city vouchers
—preserving the child’s enrollment
with no added costs for the preschool
program.

children who otherwise would have
fallen through the gaps in the subsidy
system. Bridge funding expanded
each year, most recently with efforts
to ensure that low-income children
phasing out of the City’s infant/toddler
subsidies were connected to Preschool
for All sites to continue their early
education.

Importantly, PFA bridge funding
applied to both 3-year-olds and
4-year-olds, such that covered children
could have at least two years of
uninterrupted preschool. Starting in
2011, PFA bridge funding preserved
the preschool enrollments of 400
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San Francisco Preschool for All
Enrollment by Supplemental Funding Type and Age, 2011–2012 through 2014–2015

511

Number of Children

340

151

147
128
107

101

87

72
36

65

48

0
PreschoolPlus 3s

22
0
PreschoolPlus 4+

0
Voucher Bridge 3s

Source: First 5 San Francisco administrative data (2015)
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8

Voucher Bridge 4+

0
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33

26

CSPP Bridge 3s

0
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2011
2012
2013
2014
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I went through unemployment last year, and I
can say that everything in my life let me down
except the PFA program. I got into huge debt.
My credit cards were through the roof. I nearly
lost my housing. While looking for steady
employment, it was good to know that one
thing I didn’t have to worry about was what
was going to happen with my kid.”

Yulia Goldman
Parent, Care Bear Family Child Care (Larisa Khazan)

Preschool for All Funding Basics

The most fundamental component of Preschool for All was the provider reimbursement, a flexible source of funding for
participating programs designed to expand opportunities for children to attend preschool and extend additional resources
to help programs improve the quality of the education they provide. Like other public funding sources for early education,
the provider reimbursement was determined on a per-child basis. Unlike other funding sources, the maximum reimbursement
level was set above typical public funding levels—up to $6,000 per child for a part-day program, compared with $3,700 per
child for the part-day State Preschool program.
The actual reimbursement that providers received varied from the maximum amount depending on:
1. The qualifications (teacher permit level) of the lead
teacher in each classroom serving 4-year-olds. Classrooms
with more highly qualified teachers received a higher
reimbursement.
2. The type of public subsidy other than PFA (such as Head
Start or State Preschool) supporting each 4-year-old
child’s enrollment. If another government program was
primarily responsible for funding the enrollment, the PFA
reimbursement was reduced accordingly, and programs
used the remaining “enhancement funds” to improve
quality.
Each year, participating providers developed a budget
for their PFA reimbursement funds aligned with a quality
improvement plan. When no other public subsidy was in
place, the reimbursement was used first and foremost to
make part-day programs free for eligible children or to
reduce the cost of full-day tuition for families. Funding also
supported a range of other purposes, including but not
limited to serving additional children, training teachers,
providing release time for professional development,

First 5 San Francisco

purchasing equipment and supplies, increasing teacher
compensation, and providing scholarships.
Over time, basic provider reimbursements were modified
to better address certain needs of children, families, and
programs. For example, starting in January 2012, First
5 modified the reimbursement formula for families with
CalWORKs child care vouchers, essentially reimbursing
programs at the full PFA rate (up to $6,000 per child) and
ignoring the presence of another public subsidy, in order
to provide a stronger incentive for programs to serve these
low-income children and to reduce providers’ administrative
burden. Similarly, First 5 worked in partnership with Head
Start programs to combine PFA funding with part-day Head
Start funding to create full-day Head Start sessions.
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High Quality for All

Decades of scientific research have shown that high-quality early
education can significantly improve learning outcomes for children.
Children who attend high-quality preschool programs learn better
socialization skills, go into kindergarten with better pre-reading skills,
have richer vocabularies, and can handle basic math problems better
than children who have not attended preschool. The question for
First 5 and Preschool for All was how to scale up small but promising
experiments and demonstration programs into a large-scale, universal
program for the public benefit.
First 5 approached its quality improvement work with a deliberate
strategy to guide and support all early education programs on a
pathway of continuous quality improvement. First 5 had to first define
what quality was and describe it within the context of PFA. Then
First 5 had to invest resources in systems to measure quality across
the diverse range of early education settings in the city. Finally and
most importantly, First 5 had to partner with programs to provide
the training, technical assistance, and coaching necessary for them
to achieve high quality. Over time, a system of training and technical
assistance for early education providers was created that touched and
inspired more than 700 early educators a year.

First 5 San Francisco
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A Baseline for Success

Although the definition of what constituted “high quality” evolved over the course of the Preschool for All initiative, five
baseline criteria formed the foundation for quality since the start of PFA:
1. PFA classrooms—those serving
eligible 4-year-olds—had to
achieve 4.5 out of 7 possible
points on the Environment Rating
Scales, independent, researchbased assessments of the quality
of classroom environments.
Participating sites also had to attain
a site-wide average of 4.0 across
all classrooms, meaning classrooms
serving children ages 0-3 also had
to be of good quality.

2. PFA classrooms had to employ lead
teachers who held a state-issued
Child Development Permit at the
Teacher level or higher, meaning
that teachers completed at least 24
units of college-level coursework
on early care and education and 16
units of general education.

4. PFA classrooms had to screen
all eligible 4-year-olds for
developmental delays using the
Ages & Stages Questionnaire.
5. PFA classrooms had to assess all
eligible 4-year-olds using the state’s
Desired Results Developmental
Profile at least twice a year.

3. PFA classrooms had to implement
an evidence-based curriculum that
was aligned with the California
Preschool Learning Foundations.

Enforcing baseline quality criteria as a condition of entry into PFA was not uncontroversial, as it restricted the initial supply of
participating sites. When PFA launched in 2005, a few programs delivered teaching and curricula that met these standards, but
many others needed time and assistance to refine their programs and practices.
Raising the bar on quality was the only way to deliver on the promise of universal preschool for children. Making quality so
central to PFA necessitated a gradual, deliberate ramp-up with significant investments in building programs’ capacity. This slow
and steady approach to growth and quality improvement saw PFA expand from just 24 participating sites in 2005 to 150 highquality sites in 2015.
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I feel like before I was working with private
parents only, because they were the ones
who could afford my tuition. But now, with
the enhancement that PFA gives, I have the
opportunity to work with different families
... PFA has given opportunity to low-income
families to have a better quality of care.

Elena Ramirez
Happy Face Family Preschool, family child care home

Assessing the Quality of Learning Environments

With such a strong emphasis on high-quality early education,
the measurement of quality became critically important.
In this regard, Preschool for All benefited immensely from
years of prior investment in quality assessment by the City
and County of San Francisco. The City was a trailblazer in
adopting the Environment Rating Scales (ERS) for use in
systematically measuring the environmental quality of early
childhood classrooms and the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System (CLASS) for use in gauging the quality of adult-child
interactions. The City built the necessary infrastructure,
initially through San Francisco State University’s Gateway to
Quality initiative, to support a team of assessors who fanned
out across the city to review hundreds of centers and family
child care homes and compare their observations against
research-based quality standards.
Through Gateway to Quality and its successor, WestEd’s
San Francisco Quality Connections, First 5 and its funding
partners—the Department of Children, Youth and Their
Families; the Human Services Agency; and the Mimi and Peter
Haas Fund—were able to develop systems that improved
the efficiency and effectiveness of external assessment.
Investments were made to support the professional
development of assessors; to recruit diverse, multilingual
assessors capable of communicating and assessing in the

sites’ language(s) of instruction; to implement common
protocols for assessment, reporting, and interactions with site
staff; to ensure reliability of assessments through strict
benchmarking with national experts; and to make necessary
local adaptations to assessments that took into account San
Francisco’s rich diversity.
Key to First 5 San Francisco’s approach to building quality
was a commitment to using assessment data to inform
quality improvement efforts. From its inception, data
were used to better understand the needs of programs and
the state of classroom practices so that First 5 could more
successfully partner with teachers and administrators through
the provision of appropriate training, technical assistance, and
coaching resources.

From Environments to Interactions to Comprehensive Quality Rating

Over time First 5 gained greater familiarity with the key
elements of high-quality programs and sought to challenge
good programs to become great programs, First 5 began to
explore additional tools for measuring quality. In 2007, First 5
San Francisco and the San Mateo County Office of Education
piloted the use of the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS) in preschool sites. A relatively new tool at the time,
the CLASS provided insight into the quality of adult-child
interactions at a much deeper level than the Environment
Rating Scales. Through the CLASS, the two counties learned
that while emotional support levels in their classrooms were
high, many programs—even those that scored well on ERS—
struggled to provide the level of instructional support and
complex language interactions that would better develop
children’s language and critical thinking skills.
These findings spurred First 5 San Francisco to develop
new ways of strengthening its coaching and professional
development offerings for teachers, such as the Institute for
Intentional Teaching, inquiry-based curricular approaches,
and a focus on reflective teaching. Subsequent evaluation
appeared to validate the effectiveness of these efforts through
significantly higher CLASS instructional support scores.

In 2012, First 5 San Francisco secured a three-year Race to
the Top–Early Learning Challenge grant from the California
Department of Education, to further develop and refine a
Quality Improvement and Rating System (QRIS) in the
City. In partnership with Preschool for All sites, San Francisco
piloted the state’s QRIS hybrid matrix, a rating protocol
comprising seven elements of quality.
Many elements of the state’s quality matrix aligned perfectly
with San Francisco’s PFA quality standards. Given PFA’s
legacy of investment and partnership in quality rating and
improvement, PFA programs fared exceptionally well when
rated against the new QRIS standards. Virtually all programs
initially scored in the 3 to 4 range out of 5 possible points, and
more recently, those same programs moved into the 4 to 5
range upon re-rating two years later.

Supporting All Programs
to Meet High Standards

Over the past 10 years, First 5 made strategic investments to establish
a system of training, technical assistance, and coaching that supported
early education programs to reflect on their own strengths and
challenges and partner with experts to systematically improve quality.
First 5 made a commitment to work with every licensed preschool
provider in the city where there was genuine interest in enhancing the
quality of classroom environments and instruction, improving child
outcomes, and participating fully in Preschool for All. With a “whatever
it takes” attitude, First 5 developed a “Pre-PFA” strategy that included:
• Development, capacity-building, and move-in grants totaling
$100,000 annually across pre-PFA sites
• On-site, informal program quality assessment and consultation
and small grants for targeted improvements
• Access to PFA training and professional development
opportunities
• On-site coaching and consultation averaging more than 40 hours
per site
• Funding for minor upgrades to facilities for classroom expansion,
new site development, and/or renovation and repair of existing
space, totaling more than $6 million since 2006.
As a result, First 5 saw the number of programs in the Pre-PFA pipeline
triple over the past five years, and during this period, 34 Pre-PFA sites
graduated into PFA, adding more than 850 children a year to the PFA
program.

First 5 San Francisco
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Quality Improvement Takes Hold

When Preschool for All first started,
First 5 relied more on requirements
and mandates to accomplish basic
training goals, such as requiring
annual in-service trainings for staff on
language development and special
needs. However, as PFA matured, First
5’s knowledge and capacity to offer or
arrange for expert training and technical
assistance grew. First 5 developed
and funded training, professional
development workshops, and onsite
coaching to fortify PFA sites with new
knowledge and skills across a range of
topics, including dual-language learning,
social and emotional development,

inclusion of children with special
needs, observation and assessment,
administrative leadership, in-depth
project work, racial equity, and family
support.
As the quality and quantity of training
and professional development
opportunities expanded, so did
the appetite of preschool teachers,
administrators, and family child care
owners for these opportunities. A
culture of quality improvement took
hold in San Francisco, and First 5
abandoned many of the requirements
and mandates of old as programs

voluntarily sought out training and
selected from a menu of more than 100
days of First 5-sponsored trainings a
year. Throughout, First 5 remained in
constant dialogue with early education
experts and funded programs to
stay on top of emerging needs and
developments in early education
research.

Coaching for Quality

Training alone would have had limited effectiveness without appropriate follow-up and support to integrate new
knowledge into the classroom. To maximize the impact of First 5’s training and technical assistance work and to create a
more defined pathway for reaching high quality, First 5 cultivated and deployed a cadre of highly trained early education
coaches to assist preschool sites. First 5 expected coaches to bring state-of-the-art knowledge into PFA classrooms, but
more importantly, to build trusting relationships with teachers and administrators, so that they could act together as a
team to review assessment results, identify areas of need, and develop plans for program improvement.
First 5’s commitment to quality extended to the development of its coaching collaborative. First 5 carefully screened
early education coaches for appropriate knowledge and skills as well as a strong commitment to collaborative,
relationship-based approaches to adult learning. Coaches were also representative of the culturally and linguistically
diverse communities they worked in. Coaches were grounded in a common understanding of PFA’s quality goals and
assessment tools, but they were also specialists who could meet the unique needs of program sites around topics such
as addressing challenging behaviors, optimizing physical classroom environments for learning, promoting healthy infant
and toddler development, and supporting children with special needs in the classroom.
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100
days of First 5– sp ons ored
trainings a year.

C oaches and trainers spent more tha n

1 4 ,0 0 0 hours
annually coaching, training, and pl a nni ng .

Ov e r t h e p as t 1 0 years, First 5 coaches
wo r ke d w i t h m o re than

4 , 00 0 tea c hers
a n d a dm i ni stra tors
an d s p e n t m o re t han 42,000 hours providing
h i g h l ev el s o f c o aching instruction.

Targeted Quality
Enhancements

Social and Emotional Development and
Mental Health

Each year, First 5 provided more
than $500,000 in funding to support
curriculum enhancement at roughly
75 percent of Pre-PFA and PFA sites.
These enhancements supplemented
typical program offerings with visual and
performing arts, refurbished materials,
new books, read-aloud sessions,
parenting workshops, and hands-on
science exploration. More than two-thirds
of the children at sites benefiting from
curriculum enhancements came from lowincome and/or immigrant backgrounds.

Data from kindergarten readiness
assessments sponsored by First 5
demonstrated that children who did
best in school needed not only a
strong academic foundation, but also
strong social expression and selfregulation skills.

First 5 saw firsthand how programs and
organizations such as Abriendo Puertas/
Opening Doors, Raising a Reader, Be
Strong Families, Parents for Public
Schools, Performing Arts Workshop, and
Tree Frog Treks added value to typical
program offerings. As a result, hundreds
of classrooms otherwise might not have
been exposed to these experiences had
a chance to develop parent leadership
skills and share in the joys of reading,
language development, dance, art, and
science exploration.
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As such, First 5 and other City
department partners made children’s
healthy social and emotional
development a cornerstone of
building a high-quality system of early
education.
In 2009, in collaboration with WestEd,
First 5 launched a training for teachers
and administrators on an innovative
teaching approach, the Center on the
Social and Emotional Foundations
for Early Learning (CSEFEL) Teaching
Pyramid. Over the past six years, First
5 collaborated with WestEd to offer
more than 90 hours of professional
growth training per year in both
the infant/toddler and preschool
frameworks for social/emotional
intervention. PFA providers attending
the Teaching Pyramid training learned
strategies for building relationships,
scripted stories for social situations,
and tools for developing behaviorsupport plans.

By providing teachers with validated,
research-based trainings such as the
Teaching Pyramid, First 5 worked
toward closing the achievement gap in
both academic and social skills.
First 5, the Department of Children,
Youth and Their Families, the Human
Services Agency, and the Department
of Public Health also continued their
longstanding commitment to early
childhood mental health consultation
(ECMHC), which predated Preschool
for All. Through ECMHC, consultants
partnered with staff at high-need
programs such as Head Start and State
Preschool sites to support teachers,
parents, and individual children, as
needed, in addressing mental health
concerns. PFA provided further
opportunities to expand the reach of
ECMHC into new sites, such as through
family child care homes and private
preschools.
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Some of our sites are Preschool for All, and
others are working on it. Preschool for All has
given the teachers opportunity. We can achieve
high quality. We can be more than what we are.
It's important to have that kind of motivation.

Karen Lam
Economic Opportunity Council of San Francisco

S an F r an cisco P resch o o l f o r A ll I mpact o n
C hildr en ' s Sch o o l Rea di ness Outc o mes , 2 0 1 2

15.54

12.04
11.13

Level of Development

10.45
9.2

8.89

Non-PFA
PFA
Early Literacy
(WoodcockJohnson)

Early Mathematics
(WoodcockJohnson)

Self-Regulation
(Head-Toes-Knees
Shoulders)

Source: Applied Survey Research, Evaluating Preschool for All Effectiveness (2013)
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Better Outcomes for All

When Preschool for All began, First 5 San Francisco immediately put in place a system of evaluation that would provide
a continuous stream of information and feedback. First 5 contracted with independent third-party evaluators to provide
unbiased assessments of PFA. Initially, as the program was rolled out, First 5’s evaluation efforts focused on the quality
of implementation. Once PFA was mature enough, First 5 adopted a new evaluation strategy to assess the impact of the
program on participating children’s development.
The results from the PFA outcome evaluation, conducted by Applied Survey Research in 2012, rewarded the faith of the
San Francisco voters who enacted Preschool for All and the hard work of countless teachers, administrators, trainers,
coaches, and other professionals who helped make the vision of high-quality universal preschool in San Francisco a reality.
These results plus other data are summarized below:

San Francisco had one of the highest
rates of preschool participation in
the nation. In 2009, 83 percent of the
city’s 4-year-olds attended preschool,
compared to 74 percent nationwide.
Most of the gains in attendance in the
city occurred in communities where
preschool attendance could make the
biggest difference. African-American
and Latino children’s preschool
participation soared to 80 percent,
from previous levels of 68 percent and
54 percent, respectively.
Children in San Francisco were
taught in some of the highest quality
programs in the nation. In 2012,
independent assessors went out to
50 randomly selected PFA sites and
conducted structured observations of

First 5 San Francisco

teachers’ interactions with children,
using the Classroom Assessment
Scoring System (CLASS) assessment.
They found that PFA teachers
provided an education experience that
was significantly more emotionally
supportive, well-organized, and apt
to develop higher-order thinking skills
in children than state and national
norms.
Children in PFA programs gained
substantial advantages in kindergarten
readiness skills that better prepared
them for success in school. In 2012,
third-party evaluators assessed
roughly 1,000 children at the preschool
and kindergarten levels, and found
that PFA children had a 3 to 4 month
advantage over other children in early

literacy and mathematics skills. They
also had substantially better-developed
self-regulation skills that enabled them
to listen, follow directions, focus, and
control their impulses.

The PFA outcome evaluation results
provided concrete proof that children
from all backgrounds benefited
immensely from the City’s longterm investment in expanding early
education opportunity and supporting
early education programs to meet the
highest standards of quality.
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Looking Back,
Pushing Forward
Beginning in 2016, First 5 will transition the administration of the
Preschool for All program to the Mayor’s Office of Early Care and
Education (OECE). Over the next year, OECE; its Citizens’ Advisory
Committee; First 5; and others will join forces to develop a plan that
builds on the strengths of PFA and integrates it with other City early
childhood funding in a shared vision of supporting all children and
families in San Francisco.
During the transition process, First 5 will continue to promote the
dual goals of expanding early education opportunity and improving
program quality for all children. The last 10 years have shown the
success of an inclusive, universal model that pays particular attention
to high-need children and holds programs accountable for delivering
the best possible education to children. Making this model work,
however, requires sustained investments, not just in dollar terms, but
also in the forging of partnerships. The diverse perspectives, values,
and experiences in San Francisco’s early education community are
essential to continued vitality and innovation in early education.
First 5 is excited that Proposition C promises to do even more for
San Francisco’s children and families—and backs up that promise
with dedicated resources for the long haul. Much has been
accomplished, and the people of San Francisco have so much to
be proud of, but this is no time to rest. First 5 looks forward to
building upon PFA’s successes to create an ambitious new City plan
that dives deeper into helping the youngest children to thrive and
takes into account changing demographics in the city, burgeoning
interest in early education at the state and national levels, and
opportunities for continuous quality improvement at every level—all
while maintaining a vigilant eye on the progress of children who
can benefit most from high-quality early education. With so much
collective hope and renewed commitment to the city’s children,
there is no better time than now to build a better future for children
in San Francisco.
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