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Goal: To provide a clear understanding of early childhood needs in 

Oklahoma. 

Objective: To analyze the current landscape of the state’s early 

childhood care and education (ECCE) mixed delivery system and 

inform the implementation of changes to the system that maximize

the availability of high-quality ECCE options for low-income and 

disadvantaged families, improve the quality of care, streamline

administrative infrastructure, and improve state/territory-level ECCE 

funding efficiencies.

Needs Assessment Goal & Objective



Activities

Collection & Analysis of Existing Data
• Reviewed more than 50 existing needs assessments and strategic plans

• Used census data to estimate ECCE need in Oklahoma

• Analyzed state and local administrative data

• Researched policies and evaluated data on the ECCE workforce

Collection & Analysis of New Data 
• Facilitated Community Conversations

• Led focus groups/individual interviews with over 100 parents and providers

• Developed and implemented stakeholder rapid response surveys

Data Synthesis and Report
• Synthesized all new and existing data sources

• Extracted key themes and variations across the state

• Iteratively incorporated feedback from partners

• Developed and published 117-page OKFutures Needs Assessment  



Key Findings



ECCE Landscape in Oklahoma

Oklahoma is home to more 

than 317,000 children from birth 

to age 5. 

The state’s three primary ECCE 

programs, universal

prekindergarten, Head Start

and Early Head Start, and

licensed child care serve about 

140,000 children.



Potential Gaps in ECCE for Young Children



Who faces challenges accessing high-

quality ECCE programs?

Families of infants and toddlers, who need care 
during nontraditional hours, who live in rural 
areas, or lack reliable transportation

Children from low and lower-middle 
income families 

Black, Latinx, and Native American children



Assessing Need in Health

Oklahoma ranked in the 
bottom 10 in the nation for 
overall health, rate of 
uninsured children, 
prenatal care, preterm 
births, and infant mortality

One in four mothers suffers 
from postpartum depression

Substance abuse is 
Oklahoma’s number 
one public health 
problem 

The preterm birthrate 
among black women is 
39 percent higher than
the rate among all other 
women

Five percent of white, 
black, and Asian children 
are uninsured, compared 
to 7 percent of Hispanic 
children and 19 percent
of Native American 
children

Child 

development



Assessing Needs in Family Support 

Services Twenty-one percent of young children in 

Oklahoma live in households below the 

federal poverty level. 

At least 10 percent of children and 15 

percent of adults have experienced four 

or more adverse childhood experiences

Public assistance programs only serve a 

portion of the eligible population

because of inadequate funding, 

stringent eligibility requirements, 

administrative hurdles, and limited 

information and outreach. 



OK Policy Institute Financial Analysis

Oklahoma spent $1.9 billion on programs for children 
age birth to 5 in FY 2018

Fifty-six percent of funding came from the federal 
government and 32 percent from state 
government

Five programs account for 88 percent of spending: 
Sooner Care, universal prekindergarten, SNAP, Head 
Start, and child care subsidies  



Toward an Effective Mixed Delivery System

Stakeholders cited system integration and interagency collaboration among 

the most pressing priorities in the early childhood system. 

PRACTICES TO SUPPORT INTERAGENCY COLLABORATION

 Statewide policy agenda that increases coordination and 

removes bureaucratic barriers

 Network of ECCE ambassadors to engage lawmakers

 Tools for policymakers and stakeholders to increase 

efficiency of program oversight across ECCE

 Accessible professional development for ECCE, health, and 

family support program staff

 Expanded networks of family support workers and system 

navigators

 Additional investments in health and family support 

infrastructure in rural communities 

 Intentional engagement of nontraditional early childhood 

programs 

The Oklahoma Early Childhood 

Program, Educare, and Early Head 

Start-Child Care Partnerships are 

exemplars of system integration.

These programs provide professional 

development and other resources, 

allowing staff members to connect 

parents to services within and beyond 

the ECCE mixed delivery system. 



From the Needs Assessment to Action

The Needs Assessment provides a rationale for the 
Strategic Plan and informs efforts to maximize 
parental choice; share best practices to increase 
program quality, collaboration, and efficiency; and 
improve overall quality across the ECCE mixed 
delivery system. 

The Needs Assessment is both a cumulative 
assessment of the current ECCE mixed delivery 
system and a road map for its path to excellence.



From Oklahoma to a National 

Perspective on Equity



A National Perspective on Equity

Building equitable futures is our national charge, and 
Oklahoma is leading

Our history offers a roadmap for progress

Some challenges and opportunities are perennial, while 
others are new – or have been elevated to new heights 
by the pandemic 



Some History Relevant for ECCE

New Deal policies gave rise to much of our modern inequity

 Residential racial segregation is largely due to racist New Deal federal policies in 

metropolitan areas (e.g., Rothstein 2017), with rural segregation stretching back 

centuries to slavery and Jim Crow (cf. Billings, Deming, and Rockoff 2014).

 The 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act excluded agricultural and domestic workers 

and thus many Black Americans, by proxy (Perea 2011).

War on Poverty policies offer some examples of anti-racist legislation

 School desegregation efforts began in 1954 with Brown, reached their peak in the 

1960s-1980s with ESEA funding and Office of Civil Rights support, and have since 

retreated (e.g., Reardon, Grewal, Kalogrides, and Greenberg 2012).

 Head Start and Early Head Start were created with equity in mind for children, 

families, and the ECCE workforce (Sethi, Johnson-Staub, Gallagher Robbins 

2020).



Perennial Challenges to Equity 

While gaps in access to ECCE have largely closed, disparities in access to 

high-quality ECCE persist

 Nationally, even though Black children and white children enroll in prekindergarten 

at similar rates, Black children are more likely to experience low-quality programs 

– evening within universal systems (Friedman-Krauss and Barnett 2020; Latham 

et al. 2020; Valentino 2017). 

 Recent critiques question current the 

definitions of quality used in QRIS and 

beyond (Nzewi, Ignatius, and Kruckel 

2020)

 While much more work is needed to define 

quality equitably, disparities in access to 

quality align with what we know about 

ECCE segregation (Greenberg and 

Monarrez 2019)



Perennial Challenges to Equity 

In ECCE, can separate be equal?

 As a field, we have much more to learn about the preferences and choices of 

BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) families.

 The ability to link data across systems and governments and disaggregate data by 

race and ethnicity is key to monitoring and remedying resource inequity because 

race is a proxy for racism. 

 Some evidence suggests that public investment can address disparities in access 

to high-quality ECCE when that investment is inclusive, such as through Head 

Start (Greenberg, Rosenboom, and Adams 2019).



Perennial Challenges to Equity 

Policy and practice have also created ongoing challenges to equity for the 

ECCE workforce

 The workforce is almost entirely made up of women, 40% of whom are women of 

color (Greenberg, Lindsay, and Blom 2018). As in K-12, diversity is a strength.

 The field is marked by low wages and benefits, limited use of career ladders, and 

few opportunities for growth, leading to high turnover.

 Wage disparities are endemic: Black educators earn $0.78 less per hour than 

white educators, Black and Hispanic educators are disproportionately in ECCE 

roles with the lowest pay, and Black educators receive less of a “pay bump” for 

working with older children (Austin et al. 2019).



New Challenges to Equity 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing inequities in ECCE, 

health, and family supports, creating new challenges and opportunities

 Young children and their families are uniquely affected by the pandemic, but the 

effects have been especially severe for Black and Latinx families, families with low 

incomes, single-parent families, and families of children with disabilities 

(Greenberg 2020, based on analyses of the Rapid Assessment of Pandemic 

Impact on Development [RAPID] – Early Childhood).

 Supporting young children includes supporting their families.

 Controlling the coronavirus will help, but it’s just the beginning.



New Challenges to Equity 

The movement for racial justice in honor of George Floyd has broadened 

understanding of equity, but it has not yet led to a reckoning

 Advocates and the public have appealed to federal, state, and local governments 

to address structural racism with structural reform.

 From criminal justice policy to monitoring for equitable COVID-19 vaccine 

distribution, some governments are advancing the cause of equity.

 But a reckoning is “a settling of accounts,” and there is much more work to be 

done to achieve a true racial reckoning in ECCE and beyond (The Children’s 

Equity Project 2020; Center for the Study of Social Policy 2020; RISER Network 

2020).



“If we had been able to receive some sort of reparations, we could 

be more of a partner in the revitalization going on right now. But 

because we lost that economic advantage and it was never 

replaced, we don’t have those seats at the table.”

Ms. Brenda Nails-Alford, Tulsa, in the Washington 

Post

Toward Equity in Oklahoma and the US



New Opportunities for Equity 

The current moment has revealed many new opportunities to restore those 

seats at the table

 Oklahoma is leading on Medicaid expansion, passed June 2020.

 The American Rescue Plan includes an increase in the minimum wage, additional 

support for SNAP, and a mandate for employer-provided paid sick and paid family 

leave that builds on earlier pandemic relief.

 The recent White House Executive Order On Advancing Racial Equity and Support 

for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government emphasizes a 

new way of doing business: “Because advancing equity requires a systematic 

approach to embedding fairness in decision-making processes, executive 

departments and agencies must recognize and work to redress inequities in their 

policies and programs that serve as barriers to equal opportunity.”



Credit: Tony Ruth, Design in Tech, and Shel Silverstein

From Equity to Justice

https://designintech.report/2019/03/11/%F0%9F%93%B1design-in-tech-report-2019-section-6-addressing-imbalance/
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