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                        Early Start Columbus 

Columbus, OH – Mayor Michael B. Coleman 

Increase Access to High Quality ECE| Policy 

Contact: Rhonda Johnson, Director of Education, rrjohnson@columbus.gov, (614)645-1691 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

A. City Information 

City Population 822,553 (US Census Bureau, 2013) 
Population under 18 years 190,832 (US Census Bureau, 2010) 

Population under 5 years 62,514 (US Census Bureau, 2012) 

Total number of school districts in the city 18 

Total number of students within all school districts in the city 190,929 

Number of students that receive Free or Reduced Lunch 36,681 (80%)  

Total number of schools within the school district  339 

 
Governance Structure: The Board of Education is elected by the voters of the districts. The school board members 

appoint the superintendent, the treasurer, and the internal auditor. The Superintendent recommends employment for 

all other employees. The school systems receive funding the federal and state government and levies. The 

Superintendent is responsible for academic improvement; therefore academic initiatives must be presented to the 

board but does not need to be passed by the board members. The Director of Education, appointed by the Mayor, 

serves as an ex offcio non-voting representative to the Columbus Board of Education.  This ensures that the City’s 

Department of Education works to increase the collective impact on improving academic achievement with the Board of 

Education on matters of mutual concern.  

B. Purpose 
To address community concerns regarding public education, on December 13, 2012, Mayor Coleman and City Council 
President Andrew Ginther convened the Columbus Education Commission. The Commission was charged with examining 
the challenges facing all students living within the Columbus City Schools boundaries and resulted in 55 
recommendations grouped into six priority categories. One of the main priorities of the report was to provide universal 
access to quality preschool for every four-year old residing in the City of Columbus. 
Soon after the recommendations, the Mayor announced in his State of the City address that he would invest $5 million 

in 2014 to jumpstart the prekindergarten expansion initiative called Early Start Columbus, and rallied for collaboration 

and support from public and private partnerships.  

The purpose of Early Start Columbus is to expand high-quality prekindergarten services for four-year-olds living in the 

City of Columbus. The Mayor and the Commission believed that an investment in early childhood education will prevent  

achievement gaps, reduce the need for special education, increase the likelihood of healthier lifestyles, lower the crime 

rate, and reduces overall social costs. By expanding prekindergarten services, Columbus children will not only improve 

readiness for kindergarten but will able to accelerate learning and academic performance beyond kindergarten.  

Early Start Columbus began in the 2014-2015 school year and focuses on all-day, year-round services with curriculum 

aligned with Columbus City Schools and Ohio Department of Education early learning standards. 

C. Outcomes 

Early Start Columbus launched in the fall of 2014 with the first cohort of preschoolers enrolling in high quality 

community based programs. The City of Columbus Department of Education has partnered with third-party, nonprofit 

organizations to conduct math and reading assessments to preschoolers living in Columbus, including Early Start 

Columbus students. The assessment will provide longitudinal data and track students from preschool to third grade. The 
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City contracted with Community Research Partners to evaluate the efficacy of the program, and the collected data will 

provide guidance for future funding.  

Cost: Locally, the Mayor invested $5 million towards universal access to prekindergarten to serve 350 four-year-olds in 

Columbus. The city also partnered with the state of Ohio to serve an additional 150 students. The vast majority of the $5 

million dollars appropriation is used for direct services. The remaining funds are used to build an infrastructure to 

support and sustain Early Start Columbus. A small part of the appropriation will use assessments aligned to early 

learning standards to create longitudinal data and to build a continual case for prekindergarten in Columbus. 

In July of 2014, the City of Columbus partnered with the State of Ohio to expand Early Start Columbus.  Through this 

parternship, funding was made avaliable for quality prekindergarten providers to serve 150 additional low income four 

year olds. This increased the number of quality full day early education opportunities created by Early Start Columbus to 

more than 500 children. The State of Ohio’s prekindergarten expansions included almost $2.2 million for quality early 

childhood education for children within the Columbus City School district boundaries. 

Early Start Columbus will continue to build a case for preschools in the community and ask for private and public 

financing.  Additional support may be asked of the community once the data is gathered to show the impact of a high-

quality preschool experience. 

Implementation: The early education community was first brought 

together to better understand the state of early childhood education in 

Columbus. Community members shared the current challenges and 

barriers of both families and providers. Leaders worked collaboratively 

with this community to continue to create a needs assessment database. 

This involved taking inventory of learning providers by neighborhood, 

evaluating census data, and mapping areas of the city where children 

score below average on the kindergarten readiness assessment (KRA-L) to 

help determine areas of highest need.  A functioning database on 

availability and capacity of resources by community (childcare, prekindergarten, etc.) was developed. This information 

allowed leaders to understand how each child care service meets the needs of each neighborhood. With this data, the 

Department of Education worked with the City of Columbus Planning Division to create logistical maps that help 

visualize the needs assessment data. Through this map and input from the early education community and Columbus 

City Council, leaders had a better understanding of where the isolated or hard-reach families are and began to 

strategically fund high-needs areas. 

Using the data and community outreach, the City created a Request for Proposal (RFP) as a bidding solicitation to 

announce that funding is available for Early Start Columbus. Once applications were received, each request was 

reviewed by holistic criteria that not only examined the provider capacity, but also the health of the organizations and 

their ability to prepare kids for kindergarten. A committee of education leaders was selected to evaluate and select 

RFPs. Once the providers were selected through the City's bidding process, they partnered with Columbus City Schools 

to expand co-location models in unused existing rooms in elementary buildings. The committee sought a  shared user 

agreement with the district to allow providers to rent the space without charge. They also worked with the Ohio 

Department of Jobs and Family Services to expedite licensing process. 

The Mayor has hosted press conferences and actively led public service announcements to communicate to the public 

about  this initiative. In the fall of 2014, for example, the Mayor co-hosted an early childhood symposium with The Ohio 

State University. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

By expanding pre-K services, 

Columbus kids will not only 

improve readiness for 

kindergarten, but will be able to 

accelerate learning and academic 

performance beyond 

kindergarten. 
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Lessons Learned & Recommendations for Replication: 

1. The community must build a coalition of trust among all public, nonprofit, and private entities in order to begin the 
work. 

2. A community should convene a group to streamline different early childhood education efforts in the community to 
avoid fragmentation of efforts, if one does not already exist. 

3. Taking the time to slowly build a case and credibility with the community is important to the success of the initiative 
and also must be ongoing. 

4. Steps should be taken to address the working poor service gap in addition to those who fall within the federal 
poverty guidelines.  

5. Think of ways to create longitudinal data of the impact of preschool in your community. In the future, the data can 
be used to established different funding streams. 

6. Building partnerships with the state and state department of education is conducive to the sustainability of the 
program. 

 

D. Mayor’s Role – Leader/Initiator   

Mayor Coleman was incredibly active and instrumental throughout the development of Early Start for Columbus. The 

varied roles and actions he took as the key leader included:  

 Developing the policy to increase the number of four-year-olds in preschool 

 Convening interest groups and hosting press conferences 

 Creating Early Start Columbus Request for Proposal to solicit quality providers in the community 

 Investing $5 million in general revenue funds to jumpstart the initiative 

 Participating in public service announcements to engage the public 

 Interviewing with radio stations and local television stations 

 Wrote an op-ed to ensure public awareness and engagement 

 Creating the Prekindergarten Council, an entity that will help guide the city to create sustainable pathways for 

universal access to prekindergarten 

 Partnering with the state to increase funding and slots for Columbus 

 Working to target families that are part of the benefit cliff (families who make enough money to not be eligible 

for subsidies, but not enough to be self-sustainable) 

 Continuing to look for additional funding to meet the 2020 goal of universal prekindergarten in Columbus.  

 
E. Attachments 

 ABC 6; Columbus, State to Fund All-Day Learning Centers for Pre-Schoolers 

 Clevland.com; 4 takeways from Kasich and Columbus Mayor Coleman’s preschool partnership  

 The Columbus Dispatch; State, city fund 160 preschool slots   

 Columbus Education Commission; Future Ready Columbus: Assuring Student Success for the Workforce of 
Tomorrow   

 WOSU 89.7 NPR News; Columbus Gets State Help To Expand Early Learning 

 WOSU 89.7 NPR News; Columbus Mayor and Superintendent Announce Pre-K Expansion  

  

  

 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7HTcNSZvE9g
http://www.cleveland.com/open/index.ssf/2014/07/kasich_columbus_mayor_coleman.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2014/07/18/Kasich_Coleman_announce_state_support_for_preschool.html
http://reimaginecolumbuseducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Report_of_the_Cbus_Ed_Commission-LINKS.pdf
http://reimaginecolumbuseducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Report_of_the_Cbus_Ed_Commission-LINKS.pdf
http://wosu.org/2012/news/2014/07/18/columbus-gets-state-help-expand-early-learning/
http://wosu.org/2012/news/2014/06/09/columbus-mayor-superintendent-announce-pre-k-expansion/

