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Guarantee Universal Pre-K and Make Kindergarten Count

Georgia has long been proud of being the first state in the nation to create a lottery-
funded Pre-K program for 4-year-olds. That was a big idea that changed lives. But today, that

promise is still unfinished, and too many children still do not have access to the strong start they deserve.

If Georgia is serious about literacy, then Georgia has to start where literacy starts. Long before a child takes a
reading test in third grade, that child is building vocabulary, language skills, confidence, and the foundation
forlearning. Georgia's Pre-K program served 71,526 children in the 2023-2024 school year, reaching only about
58% of the state’s 4-year-olds. Even with the state now appropriating about $580.6 million for Pre-K, tens of
thousands of families still cannot count on access to a seat. And Georgia law still does not require children to

begin school until age 6, which means kindergarten remains optional under state attendance law.

That is what this proposal is designed to change. Keisha's Head Start for Georgia’s Children would
guarantee universal Pre-K for every 4-year-old whose family wants it and make full-day kindergarten
a required step for Georgia children. As Governor, Keisha would build on the more than half-billion dollars
Georgia already spends on Pre-K and invest at the scale required to give children a stronger start when it

Mmatters most.

Justasimportant, thisapproach builds on the way Georgia already delivers Pre-K through a statewide network
that includes public schools, private providers, Head Start programs, faith based and parochial providers, and
other community-based partners, rather than replacing it. The goal is to expand access, strengthen quality,

and make sure families in every part of Georgia can count on a seat where they live.

At its core, this is a literacy strategy from the beginning. If Georgia wants stronger readers, stronger schools,

and stronger communities, the state has to invest in the early years, when the foundation for all three is built.
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Scale of the Challenge

Georgia has a strong Pre-K program, but it is not yet available to every family that wants access. Based on
current enrollment and participation rates, Georgia has roughly 123,000 4-year-olds statewide, which means
the state would need room for about 52,000 additional children to guarantee access for every family that

wants a seat.

That access gap is not just a policy challenge. It is a literacy challenge. Children do not arrive at kindergarten
all starting from the same place. Some have had access to language-rich classrooms, books, routines, and
early learning opportunities. Others have not. When that gap opens early, it can follow children for years.
Georgia has an opportunity to close those gaps sooner and give more children the foundation they need

to thrive.

Under Georgia's current Pre-K structure, classrooms are funded around a 20-student model, and the state
has been moving to reduce class size from 22 to 20 statewide. That means universal access could require
as many as 2,600 additional classrooms across Georgia. But expanding access alone will not fully close the
readiness gap. Georgia also needs more trained adults in those classrooms, more early literacy support, and

a stronger bridge from Pre-K into kindergarten and the early grades.

And Pre-K is only one part of the early learning picture. Georgia's attendance law applies to children between
their sixth and sixteenth birthdays. In plain terms, kindergarten is still not mandatory. That leaves an avoidable
gap in the path children take from early learning into elementary school. If Georgia wants stronger reading

outcomes, then Georgia has to strengthen the years before first grade.

That is the heart of this proposal: the strongest literacy strategy is about preparing earlier, led by trained

educators and supported by a system that gives every child a real chance to start strong.
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Funding the Promise

Funding this promise starts with giving Georgia voters the final say. Keisha would ask voters to approve a
constitutional amendment authorizing casino gaming in Georgia, with some of the new revenue dedicated to
universal Pre-K and early learning. A constitutional amendment is required because the Georgia Constitution
providesthat casinogamblingis prohibited unlessspecifically allowed, so casino gaming cannot be authorized

by ordinary legislation alone.

Georgia already has a major foundation in place. The amended FY 2026 budget appropriates about $580.6

million for the Pre-Kindergarten Program, funded almost entirely by lottery proceeds.

Expanding to universal access would require additional recurring support. NIEER reports Georgia spent
about $6,400 per child in 2023-2024. Applying that figure to the roughly 52,000 additional children needed to
guarantee access yields an added operating need of about $330 million annually if every currently unserved
4-year-old took advantage of the program. In reality, full participation is unlikely, and actual costs would
depend on how many eligible families enroll over time. But using the full unmet population provides a
prudent estimate of the scale Georgia should be prepared to support if it is serious about making universal

access a true guarantee.

This framework assumes approximately $300 million to $500 million a year in casino revenue to help support

universal Pre-K and the broader early learning pipeline.

Lottery and gaming revenues would support the recurring costs of universal Pre-K and required kindergarten:
classroom operations, educator compensation, transportation, curriculum support, and the year-to-year costs
of maintaining the guarantee. Just as important, those recurring dollars would help support the certified
teachers, assistant teachers, training, preparation, and professional development needed to make classrooms

high quality and effective for young children.

Reserves and other one-time funds would cover infrastructure and nonrecurring costs such as classroom
conversion, renovation, equipment, startup needs, and other one-time implementation expenses. Georgia's

rainy-day fund and strategic reserves exceed $10 billion.

The principle is simple: recurring revenue for recurring obligations, one-time dollars for one time costs. That
is how Georgia can build a lasting promise instead of a short-term program, while making sure children learn

in strong classrooms led by prepared educators.
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Building it to Last

A universal guarantee has to be real in every part of Georgia. That means the state will need the workforce, the
facilities, and the systems to deliver it. And if this proposal is going to succeed as a literacy strategy, building it
to last has to mean more than opening classrooms. It has to mean building and supporting a strong pipeline

of well-prepared, well-trained, and certified educators for young children in the earliest years.

At full capacity, about 2,600 new Pre-K classrooms would require roughly 2,600 lead teachers and 2,600
assistant teachers, plus substitutes and support staff. Georgia’s Pre-K operating guidelines require approved
lead and assistant teachers, and the current funding framework reflects full classrooms of 20 students. The
Department of Early Care and Learning also increased startup funding for new classes to $30,000 and added
$15,000 replenishment grants every five years, giving the state an existing framework to support classroom

expansion.

That is why this is also a teacher workforce plan. We will launch an Early Educator Workforce Compact that
brings together public and private colleges, HBCUs, technical colleges, RESAs, local school systems, and
approved providers to build a stronger pipeline of certified teachers and trained early childhood professionals.
Recruitment, preparation, training, certification, and retention all have to be part of making universal access

real.

Thatworkwillinclude expanding pathways into early childhood education, strengthening teacher preparation,
supporting classroom-based training, and helping more Georgians move into certified teaching roles. It
also means paying these educators more. Georgia cannot say early learning matters while continuing to
underpay the professionals doing some of the most important work in a child's life. A stronger early learning
system depends on a stronger compensation strategy, one that helps recruit talented educators into the
field, keep experienced teachers in the classroom, and treat early childhood professionals with the respect
their work deserves. That means continuing to close pay gaps, supporting salary growth, and making sure

compensation keeps pace with the expectations placed on the people preparing children to succeed.

Georgia has already begun investing in salary parity for Pre-K teachers with K-12 teachers and in reducing
Pre-K class sizes statewide. Building on that momentum matters. So does keeping literacy outcomes for
young children at the center of this work. Expanding access must go hand in hand with expanding the
number of well-prepared teachers who understand early literacy, language development, and the needs of
young children. The goal is to make sure those additional classrooms are led by trained educators who are

prepared to help children build the skills that come before reading and make reading success possible.

Georgia also has strong examples of what this can look like when communities build an early learning pipeline

around the needs of families. In Decatur, College Heights Early Childhood Learning Center serves children
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Building it to Last (Cont.)

from six weeks through age five, creating a true birth-to-five continuum inside the public school system. In
Clayton County, families are served through a broader early learning network that includes Early Head Start
and Head Start programs serving infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, as well as Georgia Pre-K classrooms and

other commmunity based providers.

This effort would do more than expand seats for 4-year-olds. It would support and encourage communities
that want to create or expand high-quality early learning centers for infants, toddlers, walkers, and three-year-
olds, especially in areas where families face the greatest barriers to access. In some places, that may mean a
school-system early childhood center. In others, it may mean stronger partnerships with Head Start, private
providers, faith-based and parochial providers, or other approved community-based programs. The goal is
to help more communities build stronger birth-to-five pipelines that prepare children for kindergarten and

support working families at the same time.

Because Georgia already operates Pre-K through a mixed-delivery network, expansion can happen through
the system the state already has, working with local school districts, private child care providers, Head Start
programs, faith-based and parochial providers, and other approved community partners to add classrooms
where families need them most. That approach preserves parent choice, makes use of existing capacity, and

allows the state to grow more quickly than a school-only model would.

Implementation would begin in the counties with the highest waiting lists and greatest unmet need, then
gradually expand statewide as workforce and classroom capacity come online. That means the first phase
of this proposal would focus on the places where the need is most urgent, while also building the teacher

pipeline, training capacity, and facility readiness needed to sustain expansion over time.

In the end, this is a literacy strategy centered on the earliest years, when language, confidence, and readiness
are first taking shape. It is a teacher preparation strategy that invests in certified educators and high-quality
training. It is a workforce strategy. It is an economic development strategy. And it reflects a simple choice to

invest early, when it matters most.

Because the strongest reading policy does not begin with a test score. It begins with a child who is ready to
learn, a family that can count on access, and a classroom led by a prepared educator. That is what this plan

is about.

Georgia led the nation once on Pre-K. With Keisha's leadership, Georgia can lead again by making sure every

child gets the strong start they deserve.
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