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Executive Summary

Background

The release of a Harvard University/UC Berkeley study1 in 2014 
ranked Charlotte 50th of 50 major cities in terms of economic 
mobility (i.e., a child born in poverty may dream of upward 
mobility but is unlikely to achieve it during his or her lifetime). 
The report was a call to action galvanizing community 
residents in multiple ways.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Opportunity Task Force was 
formed in 2015 to address the findings from the study and 
issued a report2 in 2017 identifying three key determinants 
that have the greatest influence on economic opportunity and 
upward mobility:3 

 • access to early care and education; 

 • college and career readiness; and 

 • child and family stability.

The Opportunity Task Force met for 18 months during which 
time the Mecklenburg Board of County Commissioners (BOCC) 
approved a resolution supporting access to early childhood 
education for all children birth to five.

In response, County Manager Dena Diorio assembled a broad 
array of stakeholders to join an early childhood education (ECE) 
Executive Committee4 to explore access to early childhood 
education within Mecklenburg County, strategies to expand 
access, and to make financing recommendations. The overall 
goal was to support pathways to economic opportunity by:

 • reducing the child care subsidy waiting list to support 
parent employment and to ensure that their young 
children are both safe and in a setting that promotes their 
early learning while they are at work, and

 • expanding access to early childhood education so that all 
children start school ready to succeed.

The ECE Executive Committee met over a 9-month period 
and released a 5-point plan in September of 2017.5 The 
plan embodied three core strategies combined with an 
annual program evaluation to ensure accountability for the 
investment of public dollars. Specifically, the plan called for:

 • clearing the child care subsidy waiting list for children 
from birth to age 5,

 • investing in voluntary, universal public pre-k for 4-year-old 
children,

 • implementing talent development strategies to meet ECE 
workforce needs related to staffing public pre-k and high-
quality child care programs,

 • developing a strong evaluation component tied to ECE 
investment, and

 • recommending funding strategies to support ECE initiatives.

Implementation: Progress to Date

The Child Care Subsidy Waiting List 

Economic opportunity for families is tied to employment. For 
low-wage parents, child care is difficult to afford yet workforce 
participation depends on it. At the same time, for many 
children, child care serves as their early learning program, 
which makes the provision of child care assistance a two-
generation strategy: supporting children and their families. 
Because the need for child care assistance exceeds available 
public funding, there is often a long waiting list for help. 
Currently in Mecklenburg County, 2,122 children under 5 are 
on the waiting list.6 

The Mecklenburg County BOCC approved $6 million in FY18 
and FY19 to reduce the child care waiting list.7 Together with 
additional federal funding, 340 more children from birth to 
age 5 are currently receiving child care assistance compared to 
June of 2017 when the Committee’s initial landscape review 
was completed.8

Child Care Resources Inc. (CCRI) manages the administration 
of child care subsidy in the county, which supports child care 
assistance for 6,950 children birth through 12 years old in low-
wage families.9

In Brief

This implementation report charts progress toward ensuring 
that all children birth to five in Mecklenburg County have 
access to high-quality early childhood education to: 

 • foster equal opportunity among children to learn, 
grow, and thrive; and 

 • promote economic opportunity regardless of gender, 
race, ethnicity, or income.

Mecklenburg County Commission 
Resolution Supporting Early Childhood Education 

For All Children from Birth to Age 5

“It is hereby resolved, that the Mecklenburg Board of 
County Commissioners supports early childhood education 
in Mecklenburg County for all resident children from birth 
to age five (5) and developing and advancing a community 
vision for early childhood education, including identifying 
reliable funding mechanisms and developing a phased plan 
for achieving that community vision.” 

Resolution adopted, December 20, 2016, https://mecklenburg.legistar.

com/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=450516&GUID=0FCFAF2E-A5BC-4910-9EE7-

9D0F607581A6&Options=info&Search=
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Expanding Public Pre-K

In June of 2018, as part of the FY19 county budget, the BOCC 
approved an increase of three-fourths of a penny in the property 
tax rate to fund the first year of voluntary, universal pre-K 
(referred to as MECK Pre-K).10 In the fall of 2018, 33 MECK Pre-K 
classrooms opened to serve 600 4 year-old children. Since June of 
2017, an additional 1,448 4-year-old children now have access to 
public pre-k through increased state and county dollars:

 • 440 additional children are served in Bright Beginnings 
operated in CMS schools (3,240 children compared to 
2,800 in June of 2017),11

 • 408 additional children are served in NC Pre-K operated in 
child care programs (1,414 children compared to 1,006 in 
June of 2017),12 and

 • 600 additional children are served in new MECK Pre-K 
classrooms operated in child care programs.13 

For 2018-2019, 5,254 4-year-old children out of about 12,000 
throughout the county now have access to public pre-k. With 
18 children per classroom, the plan recommends adding 
36 MECK Pre-K classrooms next year (FY20 budget) so that 
69 classrooms will be operating serving 1,242 children. The 
ultimate goal is to serve 4,950 children in 275 classrooms 
operating in year 6 (i.e., about 9,600 children would be 
participating in public pre-k).

Smart Start of Mecklenburg County manages MECK Pre-K, 
which currently involves 33 classrooms in 20 child care centers.14 

Talent Development 

To staff MECK Pre-K, 66 teachers were hired and trained on 
curriculum implementation, ongoing child assessments, 
and CLASS™ – the Classroom Assessment Scoring System, a 
professional development tool used to assess and improve 

teacher interactions with children. Research shows that 
teachers who engage with CLASS™ interventions improve 
the quality of their interactions with children, which leads to 
greater child outcomes (e.g., gains in social, emotional, and 
cognitive development).15 

Given the staffing needs for both MECK Pre-K and high-quality 
child care, the implementation report recommends additional 
funding for Central Piedmont Community College (CPCC) 
tuition support to provide a pathway for teachers pursuing an 
AA/AAS, who are often lead teachers in child care or assistant 
teachers in public pre-k, and UNC Charlotte for teachers 
pursuing their BA in early childhood working toward a NC B-K 
license (needed for lead teachers in MECK Pre-K and NC Pre-K). 

In 2018, UNC Charlotte completed a program redesign to 
expedite B-K licensure attainment as well as to reduce costs by 
offering courses at partnership locations in the evening within 
the community and providing on-line ECE courses for working 
professionals. In addition, UNC Charlotte has applied to an 
external funder for tuition assistance to support MECK Pre-k 
teachers with a BA in early childhood (or related content) to 
access coursework needed for B-K licensure. 

At the same time, since 2017, CPCC has implemented the new 
statewide articulation agreement to make it easier to transfer 
from community college to four-year universities without 
losing credit for coursework already completed.

Accountability and Outcomes 

The County Manager’s Office is currently working with the 
Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute to conduct 
program evaluations of MECK Pre-K. The first year evaluation 
will be related to implementation fidelity to ensure a high-
quality program is in place. Future years will focus on the 
quality of the program as well as child outcomes.

2017-2018 Progress in Expanding Access to Early Childhood Education

Child Care Public Pre-K

Birth-5 MECK Pre-K Bright Beginnings NC Pre-K

Number of Additional Children Served 340 600 440 408

Total Children Served 4,465 600 3,240 1,414

Goal

Data reflects children B-5. 
The goal is to reduce the 
wait list of 2,122 children 
under age 5. 

Expand MECK Pre-K to reach about 4,900 4 year-old children  
resulting in 9,600 children participating in public pre-k  
(including NC Pre-K and Bright Beginnings)

Source: CCRI, data based on B-5 child care expenditures in November 2018 compared to June of 2017. Smart Start of Mecklenburg County for MECK Pre-K estimates, 
December 2018; CMS for Bright Beginnings and NC Pre-K estimates, December 2018. Note: The number of children birth to 5 served under the Mecklenburg County 
Wait List Reduction Initiative (MCWRI) is 634 based on November 2018 expenditures. While state funding for child care subsidy increased over the time period, child 
care payment rates were increased for infants and toddlers in October of 2017 and for 3-5 year old children in October of 2018. For that reason, while November 2018 
expenditures for MCWRI supported 634 children birth to 5, the overall increase in children birth to 5 served between June of 2017 and November of 2018 is 340, which 
essentially means that it became more expensive to serve children over the time period. In the absence of the county funding, the overall number of children served 
birth to 5 would have shown a decline. 
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Work is underway to develop a public results dashboard for 
MECK Pre-K which will track:

 • Child development growth (aggregate baseline scores in 
the fall compared to end of year scores across six domains: 
social-emotional, language, literacy, cognitive, physical, 
and math),

 • CLASS™ scores (fall and spring), and

 • Program evaluation results.

The goal is to have a high-quality program with effective 
interactions between teachers and children that result in 
greater gains by children than would otherwise be expected. 
Program evaluation results will help identify areas that need 
further improvement, more intensive training and mentoring 
for teachers, or strategies to better support the needs of all 
children (e.g., children who are dual language learners or 
children with special needs). A child care compensation and 
quality pilot is recommended beginning in FY20. Pilot results 
will also be shared as part of the public dashboard.

Investments to ensure that all children start school ready to 
succeed are critical given the difficulty and expense related 
to remediation during the elementary school years. For 
example, the most recent 3rd grade reading scores for children 
in Mecklenburg County show improvement, however, large 
achievement gaps among children continue to exist.

There is no quick fix or magic wand to promote school 
readiness overall or reading proficiency by 3rd grade. However, 
through greater access to high-quality child care, MECK Pre-K 
expansion, and ECE workforce talent development initiatives, 
efforts are underway to provide all Mecklenburg children from 

birth to 5 with greater access to opportunities to help them 
learn, grow, and thrive. 

Conclusion

The ECE Executive Committee has met for two years. During 
the first year, a 5-point action plan was recommended. 
Implementation is underway with many more children who 
now have access to early childhood education. Planning 
for a public results dashboard is also underway so that 
transparency with regard to results and public investment is 
shared broadly with the community.

Going forward, recommendations in this report are made 
to build on and continue the work of the ECE Executive 
Committee to monitor progress against the 5-point plan, 
explore strategies related to the healthy development of 
children from birth through age three (including identifying 
key factors that impact early learning and development), 
and to recommend ways to ensure a coordinated system of 
supports families need that promote school readiness and 
success as well as economic opportunity. 

Making sure that the most effective and appropriate strategies 
are in place, components of the plan are sufficiently funded 
and implemented with fidelity, and program evaluation serves 
to inform any needed modifications or adjustments, the 
county is well positioned to ensure that the next generation 
can have an equal opportunity at upward mobility and 
economic opportunity.

Additional details about implementation, a projected six-year 
budget, and several new recommendations are contained in 
the full report. 

2017-2018  
CMS 3rd Graders Reading Below Grade Level

Source: NC Department of Public Instruction, 2017-2018 NC End of Grade 
and End of Course Assessment Results. http://www.ncpublicschools.org/
accountability/reporting/
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2017-2018 CMS 3rd Graders Reading Scores 
 on Track for College & Career Readiness

Source: NC Department of Public Instruction, 2017-2018 NC End of Grade 
and End of Course Assessment Results. http://www.ncpublicschools.org/
accountability/reporting/
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Birth to Age 5 Expansion Costs of Early Childhood Education Action Plan

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6

Components FY19 FY20 FY21 FY22 FY23 FY24

MECK Pre-K Program Budget (Outyears subject to 
potential sliding fee scale; negotiations per EESLPD 
support and FPG program evaluation)

$8,750,000 

MECK Pre-K Children Served by Year 600  
children

1,242  
children

1,890  
children

2,898  
children

3,924  
children

4,950  
children

Net New Children by Year 600 648 648 1,008 1,026 1,026

Net New Classrooms by Year 33 36 36 56 57 57

Overall Classrooms Operating 33 69 105 161 218 275

MECK Pre-K and ECE Workforce Talent Development and Retention

Total MECK Pre-K and Talent Development  
(assumes sliding fee scale for MECK Pre-K) $8,750,000 $16,803,532 $18,600,720 $24,527,603 $30,178,573 $36,063,030

Total MECK Pre-K and Talent Development  
(no fees for MECK Pre-K) $8,750,000 $17,083,015 $24,058,900 $36,103,057 $48,281,879 $60,990,656

Child Care Wait List

Estimated expenditures for current and projected 
child care wait list (based on 41% take-up rate) for 
children B-5 (not yet in kindergarten)

$15,336,082 $15,336,082 $15,336,082 $15,336,082 $15,336,082

Total MECK Pre-K, Talent Development and Retention, and Child Care Estimates 

Total Estimate  
(assumes sliding fee scale for MECK Pre-K) $8,750,000 $32,139,614 $33,936,802 $39,863,685 $45,514,655 $51,399,112

Total Estimate  
(no fees for MECK Pre-K) $8,750,000 $32,419,097 $39,394,982 $51,439,139 $63,617,961 $76,326,738

Net Costs Above Previous Year 

Net New Costs  
(assuming sliding fee scale for MECK Pre-K) $23,389,614 $1,797,188 $5,926,883 $5,650,971 $5,884,457

Net New Costs  
(no fees for MECK Pre-K) $23,669,097 $6,975,885 $12,044,157 $12,178,823 $12,708,777

Note. Child care estimates are provided by CCRI and reflect the following: children served under the Mecklenburg County Wait List Reduction Initiative (MCWRI) as of 
November 30, 2018; birth through 2 year-old expenditures are based on a 9 month average (March-November 2018) of actual expenditures; 3-5 year-old expenditures 
are based on November 2018 expenditures with the new market rate increases effective October 1, 2018. Estimated expenditures for children expected to apply are 
based on children estimated to be added to the wait list in December 2018 to June 2019. Estimates do not assume any market rate increases that may be put into place 
by the NC Legislature in the future. Estimates do not reflect children that could be added to the child care wait list after FY20. MECK Pre-K estimates include purchase of 
care per child, monthly supplemental payments to providers for teacher support (teacher premiums if applicable), health insurance, retirement and life insurance; and 
bus transportation; start-up costs, training and support for teachers and related costs (such as curriculum, child assessment and teacher assessment), EESLPD support, 
funds to support children with disabilities, technology, marketing and enrollment support, program evaluation, and administration. EESLPD support and program 
evaluation are assumed to be negotiated annually. Talent development expenses assume costs related to a recommended child care compensation and quality pilot as 
well as tuition support for the ECE workforce pursuing ECE coursework at CPCC and UNC Charlotte.
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Implementation Report: New Recommendations Summary

Actions

1

Early Childhood Education Executive Committee Ongoing Review and Thought Leadership. The ECE Executive Committee 
should continue to meet as an advisory and discussion body to monitor progress against the 5-point plan, explore 
strategies related to the healthy development of children from birth through age 3, and recommend ways to ensure a 
coordinated system of supports (including a potential expansion of child care assistance to reach a greater percentage of 
eligible children as well as specific strategies to better support dual language learning children) to promote the ability for 
all children in the county to learn, grow, and thrive.

2
Deeper dive to recommend birth through age 3 strategies. The Executive Committee should identify key factors that 
lead to healthy development and early learning for children birth through age 3, identify gaps in access to services or 
supports, and recommend strategies to promote healthy brain development, resiliency, strong social and emotional skills, 
and language and literacy development to build a foundation for future success. 

3
Early Childhood Investment Fund Creation. The ECE Executive Committee should recommend a specific funding strategy 
to create an Early Childhood Investment Fund so that promising strategies to reach children in their earliest years can be 
expanded or developed.

Tactics/Next Steps

1
Convene a Data Work Group. A county data work group should meet as needed to identify current data, data gaps, and 
processes needed to promote an integrated data system where aggregate outcomes can be tracked over time in a public 
results dashboard.

2

Convene a Higher Education and ECE Workforce Coaching Work Group. A higher education and ECE coaching work group 
should meet as needed to promote ongoing communication and coordination related to the high-quality workforce 
necessary to staff MECK Pre-K, to support pathways to build a bilingual workforce, and to ensure access to higher 
education and professional development for the child care workforce (including efforts to identify and seek external 
funding for tuition scholarships).

3
Develop a Community Index of B-3 Initiatives. Develop a coordinated, comprehensive community index of all county and 
philanthropic funding geared toward reaching children birth through age 3, their families, and the programs in which 
they participate to identify gaps and to better understand the reach of current initiatives.
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