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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 
□ PURPOSE OF THE VIRGINIA PRESCHOOL INITIATIVE 
 

• The purpose of the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) is to provide 
quality preschool programs for at-risk four-year-olds who are unserved 
by Head Start programs. 

 
□ LEGISLATIVE AUTHORITY 
 

• The 1993 Acts of Assembly, Chapter 994, Item 126, required the Board 
of Education, the Department of Education, and the Virginia Council on 
Child Day Care and Early Childhood Programs to conduct a study of 
current early childhood programs provided for at-risk children in 
Virginia.  The results of the study were presented to the Chairmen of 
the Senate Finance and House Appropriations Committees on 
November 1, 1993. 

 
• In 1994, the Legislative Commission on Equity in Public Education 

recommended the establishment of state-funded, quality preschool 
programs for unserved at-risk four-year-olds.  Research culminating 
from this legislative study defined the criteria for quality programs.   

 
• The 1995 General Assembly appropriated $9.3 million for the At-Risk 

Four-Year-Old Program (Virginia Preschool Initiative) to begin in FY 
1996.  The passage of the Omnibus Education Act (HB 2542) and the 
Appropriation Act reinforced all components of the 1994 package, and 
determined a need for an initiative for at-risk four-year-olds.  The 
legislative intent of the initiative was designed to establish a quality 
preschool education program for at-risk four-year-olds. 

 
• Funding for the Virginia Preschool Initiative gradually increased as the 

program grew to support more at-risk children.  By FY 2006, 100 
percent of eligible at-risk four-year-olds were included in the funding 
formula.   

 
• The 2006 General Assembly added new language to the Appropriation 

Act that authorized the Virginia Department of Education to use 
unexpended balances of Virginia Preschool Initiative state funding each 
year to provide grants to qualifying divisions/localities for one-time 
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expenses, other than capital, related to the start-up or expansion of their 
Virginia Preschool Initiative programs.  

 
• The 2006 General Assembly funded an increase in the per pupil rate 

from $5,400 to $5,700, effective in FY 2007. 
 

• The 2008 General Assembly funded an increase in the per pupil rate 
from $5,700 to $6,000 in FY 2009 and capped the local match 
requirement at 0.5, effective in FY 2010.  
 

• For the 2012-2014 budget, the number of unserved at-risk four-year-
olds in each locality for FY 2013 and FY 2014 is based on the projected 
number of kindergarten students updated once each biennium.  For FY 
2013 and FY 2014 only, as a hold harmless provision, the number of 
slots funded in each school division is the higher of 1) the calculated 
slots based on projected kindergarten enrollments or 2) the lesser of 
either the calculated slots using projections of four-year-olds from the 
Virginia Employment Commission or the actual number of slots 
utilized in FY 2012.  The proposed number of slots and funding for FY 
2013 and FY 2014 exceed slots and funding provided in FY 2012.  
 

• For FY 2015 and beyond, the number of unserved at-risk four-year-olds 
in each division will be based on the projected number of kindergarten 
students. The division level free lunch eligibility percentage will be 
used as the at-risk criterion in the funding formula. 

 
PROGRAM INFORMATION 

 
□ APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS 
 

• The Appropriation Act requires the chief administrator (city manager or 
county administrator), in conjunction with the school division 
superintendent, to identify a lead agency within the division/locality as 
part of the VPI grant application for funds on or before June 15 each 
year.  

 
• Divisions/localities must coordinate resources and funding streams to 

serve the greatest number of four-year-old children.  They must 
demonstrate the coordination of comprehensive service providers, 
including schools, child-care providers, local social services agencies, 
Head Start, local health departments and other groups.  
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• Programs may be operated by public schools or community-based 

organizations.  These entities may subcontract for services from other 
providers. State funds are paid directly to school divisions or local 
governments, which have responsibility for the programs. 

 
• All applicants must: 
 

o Demonstrate willingness to provide a quality preschool education 
program that conforms to the guidelines and criteria; 

o Demonstrate collaboration and coordination with community 
agencies and groups identified by the lead agency as necessary 
for the successful delivery of comprehensive services to the 
children and their families; 

o Develop selection criteria based on the community's definition of 
at-risk; and 

o Complete an application and submit it to the Virginia Department 
of Education by June 15 each year and complete a verification 
report by October 15 each year. 

 
□ PROGRAM COMPONENTS  
 

• Children are to receive a quality preschool education, which includes: 
 

o A curriculum aligned with Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for 
Early Learning and designed to address the learning needs of 
young children;  

o A group size limit of 18 and a child/staff ratio of 9:1;  
o A minimum of half day for the entire school year;  
o Qualified staff; and  
o Assessment procedures. 

 
• Parents are partners in the Virginia Preschool Initiative programs as 

evidenced by: 
  

o Their inclusion in program planning and program activities to the 
extent possible;  

o The planning for regular, frequent communication with 
individual parents and parents as a group; and   

o The availability of resource materials to them on topics such as 
parent-child relationships or child behavior. 
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• Health services for participating children required at the time of entry 

or during the program year include: 
 

o Full immunizations;  
o Vision, hearing, and dental screenings;  
o Complete physical health evaluations; 
o Periodic check-ups; and  
o Eyeglasses, hearing aids, or other assistive devices when 

necessary. 
 

• Social services for the program year for families of participating 
children include the identification of services available from sources 
other than government sources that may be utilized to support families.  
 

• Transportation services are provided for every child to and from the 
program and as required to receive necessary support services. 

 
□ RESOURCES AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 

 
Various resources are available to assist divisions/localities with program 
areas where assistance is necessary. 

 
• Technical assistance and guidance are available to divisions by 

Department of Education staff as needed or requested.  
 
• The University of Virginia, through the office of Phonological 

Awareness Literacy Screening (PALS) at the Curry School of 
Education, continues to provide the PALS-PreK instrument. The 
screening tool provides information about students’ need for additional 
assistance with literacy skills. The PALS office maintains a Web site at 
http://pals.virginia.edu to assist all preschool teachers in Virginia with 
instructional activities.  The cost for PALS Online Score Entry and 
Reporting System was funded with nongeneral funds through 2010-
2011 and became a local responsibility in 2011-2012. VPI state funds 
may be used for PALS-PreK. 
 

• Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early Learning: Comprehensive 
Standards for Four-Year-Olds outline standards that establish a 
measurable range of skills and knowledge essential for four-year-olds 
to be successful in kindergarten. The standards assist early childhood 
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educators in providing indicators for student success.  These standards 
are in alignment with the Virginia Kindergarten Standards of Learning 
and the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening for Kindergarten 
(PALS-K) instrument. The Foundation Blocks were revised in 2007 to 
incorporate additional standards in the areas of physical/motor skills 
and personal/social skills. Music and the visual arts were added in 
2013. The Foundation Blocks can be accessed on the Virginia 
Department of Education’s Web site at: 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/early_childhood/preschool_init
iative/foundationblocks.pdf) 

 
• Virginia’s Preschool Curriculum Review Rubric and Planning Tool, 

was updated to include music and visual arts in 2013. It serves as a 
valuable resource to assist curriculum specialists and practitioners in 
developing appropriate curricula and/or analyzing their current 
curricula in regard to alignment with Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for 
Early Learning. It can be accessed on the Virginia Department of 
Education’s Web site at: 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/early_childhood/preschool_init
iative/preschool_rubric.pdf 
 

• Virginia’s Quality Indicators for Responsive Teaching was created in 
2013. It is a new technical assistance tool that complements the 
preschool standards and the rubric. The purpose of the indicators is to 
help teachers and parents design environments, materials, and 
interactions that support children’s learning. Each section correlates 
with Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early Learning. It can be 
accessed on the Virginia Department of Education’s Web site at: 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/early_childhood/preschool_init
iative/preschool_quality_indicators.pdf 
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PARTICIPATION 

 

□ STUDENT PARTICIPATION 
  

• Table 1 outlines the budgeted and actual participation histories of the 
Virginia Preschool Initiative since fiscal year 2005. 

 

TABLE 1.  Virginia Preschool Initiative Student Participation  

Year 

Calculated 
Number of VPI 

Slots in 
Formula1 

Actual Number 
of VPI Slots 

Used 

Percentage of 
VPI Slots 

Used 

Total Actual State Share 
 of VPI Cost (in millions) 2 

 

FY 2005 15,185 10,318 68% $34.9  

FY 2006 17,042 11,343 66% $38.5  

FY 2007 18,730 12,501 67% $46.23 

FY 2008 18,929 13,125  69% $48.34 

FY 2009 20,705 14,585 / 15,6395  70% / 75%5 $58.55  

FY 2010 21,072 14,944 / 15,9016 71% / 75%6 $63.16 

FY 2011 23,177 15,8817 69%7 $60.57 

FY 2012 23,443 16,6188 71%8 $62.98 

FY 2013 24,483 17,3139 71%9 $64.99 

FY 2014 24,629 18,02110 73%10 $67.410 
 

1In FY 1996, the budgeted number of Virginia Preschool Initiative slots was prorated at 30 percent. From FY 1997 to 
FY 2004, the budgeted number of slots was prorated at 60 percent. For FY 2005, the budgeted number of Virginia 
Preschool Initiative slots was prorated at 90 percent. Beginning in FY 2006, all eligible unserved at-risk four-year-olds 
were included in the budget formula.  
 
2The state share of payments to divisions/localities is based on the actual number of children being served as certified on 
the Virginia Preschool Initiative interim report that is due in October of each year. Total funding for each program is 
derived from the division/locality’s composite index plus the required local matching funds. 

 
3In FY 2007, the state share included $1.35 million in undistributed Virginia Preschool Initiative funding that was used 

for start-up grants to school divisions not operating a Virginia Preschool Initiative program in FY 2007 but wishing to 
operate in FY 2008, or for expansion grants to divisions wishing to expand their Virginia Preschool Initiative program in 
FY 2008.  

 
4In FY 2008, the state share included $1.75 million in undistributed Virginia Preschool Initiative funding that was used 

for start-up or expansion grants.  This funding does not include the $1.7 million appropriated in FY 2008 for the 
Preschool Pilot grants summarized later in this document. 

 
5In FY 2009, the state share included $4.1 million in undistributed Virginia Preschool Initiative funding that was used for 
one-time expansion grants to serve additional at-risk four-year-olds in divisions that met one of three criteria: 1) needed 
additional slots/funds to hold them harmless for their FY 2008 share; 2) needed additional slots/funds to serve a minimum 
of nine students as a base classroom; and/or 3) needed additional slots/funds to serve additional at-risk students with 
preschool services if they were already receiving their full allocation.  
 
6 In FY 2010, the state share included $4.1 million in undistributed Virginia Preschool Initiative funding that was used for 
one-time expansion grants to serve additional at-risk four-year-olds in divisions that met one of three criteria: 1) needed 
additional slots/funds to hold them harmless for their FY 2008 share; 2) needed additional slots/funds to serve a minimum 
of nine students as a base classroom; and/or 3) needed additional slots/funds to serve additional at-risk students with 
preschool services if they were already receiving their full allocation. 
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7 In FY2011, no funds were used for expansion grants.  
 
8 In FY2012, no funds were used for expansion grants.  
 
9 In FY2013, no funds were used for expansion grants. 
 
10  In FY2014, no funds were used for expansion grants. 
 
 

□ DIVISION PARTICIPATION 
 

• The number of school divisions participating in the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative has increased steadily since its inception.  

 
• For the 2013-2014 school year, 118 of 131 eligible divisions 

participate. Four of 135 divisions are not eligible for funding under the 
formula.  

 
•   Of the 118 divisions participating in VPI: 
 

o 71 divisions (60 percent of those participating) use 100 percent of 
their slot allocation.  

o 17 divisions (14 percent of participating divisions) use 76-99 
percent of their slot allocation. 

o 13 divisions (11 percent of participating divisions) use 50-75 
percent of their slot allocation. 

o 17 divisions (14 percent of participating divisions) use less than 
half of their slot allocation. 
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   TABLE 2.  Virginia Preschool Initiative Division Participation1  

 2007-
2008 

2008-
2009 

2009-
2010 

2010-
2011 

2011-
2012 

2012-
2013 

2013-
2014 

Number of divisions/localities in 
the Commonwealth  136 

 
136      

 
136 136 136 136 

 
135 

Number of divisions/localities  
eligible for funding 124 

 
124 

 
125 127 127 131 

 
131 

Number of participating  
divisions/localities 105 112 112 113 114 119 

 
119 

 
Number of eligible, 

nonparticipating 
divisions/localities  

19 12 13 14 13 12 
 

12 

Number of divisions/localities not 
eligible 12 12 11 9 9 5 4 

Number of eligible children 18,929 20,705 21,072 23,177 23,443 24,483 24,629 
Number of eligible children 

served 13,125 14,585 14,944 15,881 16,618 17,313 18,021 
 
  1This table does not include participation of divisions receiving one-time funds through the FY 2009 and FY 2010      
redistribution of unallocated funds. 
 

• The majority of divisions/localities use their full allocation. Some 
divisions use only a partial amount. Many divisions from each of these 
categories report wait lists. A few divisions choose not to participate. 

 
• Reasons for partial use of allocation or nonparticipation include: 

 
o Divisions/localities express difficulty or inability to meet the  

required local match; 
o Divisions/localities have insufficient space to house additional 

preschool classrooms in school facilities; and/or 
o In some divisions/localities there are a minimal number of students 

eligible for the program by state allocation formula, resulting in a 
program that may not be cost effective.  

 
• Ten localities have 100 or more unused slots. 
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TABLE 3. Divisions Leaving 100 or More Slots Unutilized in Fiscal Year 2014 
Locality Unused Slots/ 

Available Slots 
Composite 

Index 
Self-Reported Reasons for Not 

Using Full Allocation 
Prince William County 1,627 / 1,663 .38 Local match 

Fairfax County 1,180 / 2,587 .68 Local match 
Chesterfield County 741 / 853 .35 Local match and space 

Henrico County 493 / 1,002 .43 Local match and space 
Loudoun County 400 / 544 .57 Space 

Virginia Beach City 371 / 1,075 .41 Local match 
Chesapeake City 229 / 533 .37 Local match and space 

Spotsylvania County 171 / 261 .33 Local match 
Manassas City 112 / 220 .36 Local match 

Winchester City 110 / 146 .47 Space 
 

• For fiscal year 2013 and fiscal year 2014 only, the number of slots 
funded in each school division is the higher of 1) the calculated slots 
based on projected kindergarten enrollment or 2) the lesser of either 
the calculated slots using projections of four-year-olds from the 
Virginia Employment Commission (VEC) or the actual number of 
utilized slots in fiscal year 2012.  Beginning with fiscal year 2015, 
the number of funded slots will be based only on projected 
kindergarten enrollment in lieu of VEC projected number of four-
year-olds. The number of children being served by Head Start is 
subtracted from this number to determine the number of Virginia 
Preschool Initiative student slots to be funded after application of the 
division free lunch percentage.  In some divisions/localities the 
resulting number is zero; therefore, the division/locality is not 
eligible to participate.  

 
TABLE 4.  Fiscal Year 2014 Virginia Preschool Initiative Ineligibility 

 
• The four divisions/localities that are not eligible for VPI funding are 

serving as many or more students through Head Start than are estimated 
for services through the state’s VPI funding formula.  Eligibility for 
Head Start is family income at or below 130 percent of the federal 
poverty level, with some allowance for serving at-risk children in 
families above that income range. The data suggest that the estimated 

Divisions/Localities Not Eligible  
for FY 2014 Funding 

Bath County 
Lee County 

Lexington City 
Sussex County 

 

Total Count: 4 

 9 



  VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
 
 
 

number of at-risk four-year-olds may not fully reflect the need in these 
communities. 

 
TABLE 5: FY 2014 Virginia Preschool Initiative Nonparticipation 

Divisions/Localities Eligible, But Not 
Participating Self-Reported Reasons for Nonparticipation 

Colonial Beach Space and local match 
Craig County Limited number of slots 
Fairfax City Local match 

Frederick County Space and local match 
Goochland County Local match 
Mathews County Minimal number of students 

Middlesex County Local match 
New Kent County Local match 
Powhatan County Local match 

Radford City Local match 
Rappahannock County Space and local match 

Salem City Space 
  

Total Count: 12 
  

• In the localities that choose not to participate in the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative, Head Start programs serve only a portion of the estimated 
number of at-risk four-year-olds based on free-lunch eligibility. The 
data suggest that at-risk children in these communities may not all have 
access to publicly funded preschool programs. 

 
VIRGINIA PRESCHOOL INITIATIVE PROGRAM IMPACT 

 
□ PARTICIPATING STUDENT PRELITERACY SKILLS 
 

• The impact of participation in the Virginia Preschool Initiative program 
can be seen in results of the fall 2013 Phonological Literacy Awareness 
Screening (PALS) that was administered to kindergarten students.  
Table 6 shows that 6 percent of the students entering kindergarten who 
participated in a Virginia Preschool Initiative program needed 
intervention services in kindergarten the next school year. The 
statewide percentage for all kindergartners identified as needing 
intervention was 13 percent that year. 
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TABLE 6.  Fall 2013 Kindergarten PALS - Students Identified for Intervention 
Services 

Preschool 
Program  
in which 
Student 

Participated 

Total 
Number of 
Students 
Screened 

Students Identified as Not 
Needing Intervention Services 

Students Identified as Needing 
Intervention Services 

Number of 
Students 

Percent of 
Total Number 

of Students 

Number of 
Students 

Percent of 
Total Number 

of Students 
VPI 11,259 10,540 94% 719 6% 

Coordinated 
Programs, VPI 5,813 5,427 93% 386 7% 

Other PreK 33,681 30,904 92% 2,777 8% 
Students’ PreK 

Status 
Unknown 

15,725 13,242 84% 2,483 16% 

No PreK 14,477 10,754 74% 3,723 26% 

Total 80,955 70,867 88% 10,088 13% 
Data Source: University of Virginia, PALS Office, December 2013 

 
□ FINDINGS OF THE JOINT LEGISLATIVE AUDIT AND REVIEW 

COMMISSION 2007 REPORT 
 
• The 2007 General Assembly required the Joint Legislative Audit and 

Review Commission (JLARC) to review the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative.  Regarding the impact on participating students, JLARC noted 
in its 2007 report to JLARC, the Governor, and the General Assembly: 

 
Analysis of preschool and kindergarten literacy test results showed a 
strong association between VPI participation and test scores. VPI 
students performed better than predicted on these tests and had 
higher kindergarten readiness scores than other students on average. 
Compared to the fall of the pre-K year, spring pre-kindergarten 
literacy test scores for VPI students were nearly 21 points higher 
than would be predicted based on just the increasing age of the 
students. In the fall of the kindergarten year, VPI students fared 
better than other students on a literacy test, with only 11 percent 
scoring below the benchmark for kindergarten preparedness, 
compared to 17 percent of all kindergarteners. The average summed 
score of VPI students on the fall kindergarten literacy test was three 
points higher than for non-VPI students. The performance by VPI 
students on these tests is impressive when it is considered that the 
VPI students are at-risk children who are in the program due to 
concerns about their prospects for succeeding in school. 
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• The report included responses from school principals regarding the 
impact of participation in VPI from their perspectives: 

 
o More than 80 percent of principals surveyed felt that preschool 

“substantially increased” at-risk students’ social and academic 
ability; 

o More than 91 percent of principals surveyed felt that the positive 
effects of students’ participation in preschool continue through at 
least first grade; and 

o More than 60 percent of principals surveyed felt that the positive 
effects continue through at least the third grade. 

 
□ 2007-2008 PRESCHOOL PILOTS 

 
• The 2007 General Assembly allocated $1.7 million in fiscal year 2008 

for Preschool Pilots. The Preschool Pilots served as a feasibility study of 
model strategies for quality preschool network delivery during 2007-
2008. They built on the strengths of existing programs and strived to 
address the barriers to serving all eligible children.   

 
• The initiative focused on increasing the quality of and access to 

Virginia’s preschool programs. Since a key barrier to full Virginia 
Preschool Initiative participation identified in many communities is the 
lack of school placements (Start Strong Council, 2006), a central focus of 
the pilot was on public-private partnerships to expand the Virginia 
Preschool Initiative more fully into local community preschools. 

 
• The Preschool Pilots were a one-time, yearlong project to test innovative 

strategies for models of high-quality preschool network delivery.  
Eligibility for a Preschool Pilot grant was limited by the 2007 
Appropriation Act language to include only those school divisions that 
had existing partnerships with private and/or nonprofit providers as of the 
2006-2007 school year. 

 
• The Preschool Pilot projects were required to: 

 
o use both public and private provider settings for the preschool 

services;  
o form and use a local collaboration leadership team;  
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o evaluate the pilot providers using the Quality Standards checklist 
recommended by the National Institute for Early Education 
Research (NIEER); and  

o participate in the Virginia Department of Education’s evaluation 
of the initiative. 

 
• Examples of the innovative strategies tested include:  

 
o braiding funding sources;  
o blending classrooms by partnering with private and federally 

funded programs;  
o using a single point of entry to enroll children in preschool in a 

community;  
o emphasizing preschool staff professional development; and  
o using nontraditional provider settings such as home-based 

providers. 
 
• A research team from Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 

evaluated the innovative strategies for models of high-quality preschool 
network delivery that were being tested by the Preschool Pilot projects.  

 
TABLE 7.  Preschool Pilot Participation 

Divisions that were Identified as 
Eligible to Apply for Preschool 

Pilot Grant Funds* 
Participating Divisions/Localities 

Number of 
Additional 

Eligible Students 
Served 

Albemarle County  County of Albemarle 12 
Alexandria City Alexandria Department of Human Services 35 

Alleghany County Alleghany County Public Schools 24 
Bath County Bath County Public Schools 5 

Chesapeake City Chesapeake City Public Schools 10 
Fairfax County Fairfax County Office for Children 65 

Fauquier County Did Not Apply  
Fredericksburg City Did Not Apply  

Hampton City Hampton City Public Schools 90 
Highland County Highland County Public Schools 3 
Richmond County Richmond County Public Schools 6 

Virginia Beach City Virginia Beach City Public Schools 20 
   

TOTAL COUNT: 12 TOTAL COUNT: 10 TOTAL: 270 
*2007 Appropriation Act language stated that only those school divisions that had existing partnerships with private and/or 
nonprofit providers as of the 2006-2007 school year were eligible for participation in the pilot program. 

 
• A preliminary evaluation report for the Preschool Pilots was delivered to 

the General Assembly on December 1, 2007. The final evaluation report 
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for the Preschool Pilots was delivered to the General Assembly in the fall 
of 2008. The major findings are listed below. 

 
o Findings indicate that diverse preschool delivery is associated 

with documented benefits to children. The pilots increased access 
for at-risk children by two percent statewide. After adding 
students through the pilot initiative, the participating localities 
increased their VPI participation rates by 10.2 percent. 

o Programs met between seven and ten of ten National Institute of 
Early Education Research (NIEER) program standards, with 
teacher qualification the most variable.  The state’s preschool 
program met seven of the total possible score of ten according to 
NIEER’s 2007 state preschool report. 

o Students attending pilot classrooms significantly increased their 
overall preliteracy and early numeracy counting skills from fall to 
spring. 

o Blended classrooms performed similarly to classrooms with all 
pilot VPI students on preacademic and social skill measures. 

 
• The final report notes that the pilot demonstrated that diverse preschool 

delivery is feasible and appears associated with benefits for children at-
risk for school difficulties, such as narrowing the preliteracy achievement 
gap with more advantaged children. State guidelines and funding for staff 
positions and technical support appear to be necessary to help localities 
blend funding, oversee programs, improve and maintain quality, and 
accurately collect records. These factors will be important to successfully 
develop a mixed delivery model of high-quality preschool programs for 
at-risk children in Virginia. 
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