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Introduction to Early Learning Programs in Florida

Every year, Florida serves hundreds of thousands of young children through its publicly funded early learning 
programs. In 2024-25, more than 360,000 children participated in these programs. Overseen by the Division 
of Early Learning (DEL) within the Florida Department of Education, these statewide programs are designed to 
support children from birth to age five and to help families access affordable early learning options.

DEL oversees three primary early learning programs:

● School Readiness Program (SR Program) provides financial assistance to eligible working families to help
cover the cost of early childhood education and care. The program supports a mixed-delivery system that
includes childcare centers and family childcare homes, serving infants, toddlers, and preschool-age children.

{ In September 2024, the state created the School Readiness Plus program to support families transitioning
off the full SR Program subsidy. Serving families with incomes between 85 and 100 percent of the
State Median Income, the School Readiness Plus program helps reduce the benefits cliff by gradually
increasing families’ share of childcare costs as their incomes rise, supporting a smoother transition to
self-sufficiency.

● Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Program (VPK) offers free, voluntary prekindergarten for all eligible
four-year-olds in Florida. The program is designed to prepare children for kindergarten and is delivered
through both public schools and private early learning providers.

● Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) Services connect families to information about early learning
options and state-funded programs, including the SR Program, VPK, Head Start, and Early Head Start.
These services help families understand available choices and access community-based supports.

DEL partners with thirty Early Learning Coalitions (ELCs) and the Redlands Christian Migrant Association (RCMA) 
to administer early learning programs at the local level. ELCs serve as the primary link between state policy 
and local implementation and are responsible for administering funding and providing direct services at no 
cost to families and providers. Their responsibilities include maintaining childcare provider listings, supporting 
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family eligibility and enrollment, offering parent education, and providing technical assistance to current and 
prospective early learning providers. As a result, ELC leaders must regularly make decisions that balance state 
requirements, provider capacity, and local community needs.

Data in Early Learning Leadership Practice

To carry out these responsibilities, early learning leaders rely on data related to enrollment, eligibility, provider 
participation, funding, and program operations. However, Florida’s early learning data are spread across multiple 
programs and systems, each with its own reporting requirements and definitions.

Every year, DEL conducts stakeholder focus groups that have highlighted ongoing needs related to early learning 
data. Stakeholders have consistently identified the need for data systems that:

	● Provide clearer information about program and provider quality

	● Offer timely, actionable insight into the supply and demand for early learning services

	● Improve understanding of provider capacity and program design at the local level

These needs reflect the growing expectation that early learning leaders use data not only to meet reporting 
requirements but also to guide planning, resource allocation, and system improvement.

Florida’s Broader Data Context

Florida is widely recognized for its strong longitudinal education data systems, which support detailed analysis 
of K–12 and postsecondary outcomes. By comparison, early learning data are less visible and less frequently 
used for decision-making. While some early learning data are available, many stakeholders report limited 
awareness of existing data resources and varying levels of capacity to use data effectively in their leadership roles. 
Understanding how early learning leaders currently access, interpret, and apply data—and where gaps exist—is 
critical to strengthening data-informed decision-making across Florida’s early learning system. 

About the Research

Research on early learning data capacity is crucial for identifying gaps in existing data systems, including 
inconsistencies in data collection methods, integration challenges, and infrastructure limitations. Understanding 
these gaps enables stakeholders to develop strategies to improve data collection and analysis, yielding 
more accurate and reliable insights into early learning outcomes. Additionally, such research helps identify 
stakeholders’ specific needs, such as data literacy training or resources to build more robust data systems.  
This research also enables targeted capacity-building efforts.

The project focused on two main research questions:

1.	 What is the capacity of early learning stakeholders to access, interpret, and utilize data to enhance decision- 
	 making and outcomes in Florida’s early learning programs?

2.	 How can early learning stakeholders’ capacity to access, interpret, and utilize data be improved to enhance  
	 decision-making and outcomes in Florida’s early learning programs?
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To gain a comprehensive understanding of the current state and challenges in early learning data collection in 
Florida, the research team employed a mixed-methods approach. This included analyzing publicly available data 
and documents to capture national and state trends, distributing a survey to assess the needs of early learning 
stakeholders, and conducting interviews with a diverse group of early learning stakeholders. Specifically, a brief 
survey was disseminated to the executive directors of Florida’s 30 ELCs and RCMA to gather comprehensive 
feedback from ELC directors on early learning data collection practices and challenges. A total of 11 directors 
completed the survey (36% response rate).

Survey Results

Using data is crucial for stakeholders because it can empower them to make evidence-based decisions to 
improve program outcomes and effectiveness. Data can provide valuable insights into trends, needs, and 
challenges, enabling stakeholders to allocate resources more strategically and address service gaps. It can 
also help them track progress over time, ensuring that they can measure the impact of their efforts and make 
necessary adjustments to achieve desired goals. When asked to rate their organization’s ability to access timely, 
relevant, and accurate early learning data, more than half (56%) of respondents indicated their organization’s data 
capacity was inadequate.

Factors that Facilitate Data Use

Several factors can enhance stakeholders’ ability to effectively use data. Having dedicated teams or individuals 
focused on data collection and analysis is crucial, as it ensures a systematic approach to gathering and 
interpreting information. A strong data infrastructure that allows for the integration and linking of various data 
sets can provide a more comprehensive view of program performance and outcomes. Additionally, partnerships 
with research organizations or access to technical assistance can help stakeholders build analytic capabilities and 
deepen their understanding of complex data.



HELIOS.ORG  /  PG 4

The findings highlighted a clear distinction between respondents who rated themselves as having adequate 
data capacity and those who did not. Respondents with adequate capacity frequently attributed their success 
to having dedicated teams or individuals responsible for both data collection and data analysis. This structure 
allowed them to maintain a systematic approach, ensuring that data was collected consistently and analyzed 
effectively, enabling better use of data for decision-making and program improvement.

Respondents with less than adequate data capacity often relied on external support, like research partnerships,  
to enhance their data use. However, they faced challenges such as a lack of a systematic data collection 
approach, difficulties in linking data sets, and inadequate data infrastructure and analytic skills. These limitations 
restricted their ability to move beyond compliance-focused data use toward more strategic, data-informed 
decision-making.

Barriers to Data Use

Several factors can pose significant barriers to effective data use among stakeholders. Data sharing is a common 
challenge, often due to restrictive policies or concerns around privacy, which can limit the flow of information 
between organizations. Additionally, a lack of data quality and consistency can hinder stakeholders’ ability to draw 
reliable insights, especially when data is incomplete or inaccurate. Inadequate data systems and infrastructure 
further complicate the process, as they can limit the ability to store, link, and analyze data effectively.

Respondents who rated themselves as having adequate capacity identified data sharing as their primary 
challenge. Those with less-than-adequate capacity also highlighted difficulties with data sharing, compounded 
by policies that limit data use Additionally, these respondents faced further challenges related to data quality and 
the limitations of their data systems, which hindered their ability to effectively utilize data for decision-making.
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Most Common Uses of Data

The most common uses of data among participants were for accountability and compliance purposes, as well 
as identifying community needs. Both those with adequate and less than adequate capacity prioritized using 
data to assess needs within communities and regions, followed closely by monitoring and compliance activities. 
However, only a small number of respondents reported using data to inform policy decisions. Similarly, few 
indicated that they utilized data to guide program administration or instructional practices, suggesting a gap in 
leveraging data for strategic improvements in these areas.

What This Means for Florida

The results revealed that many early learning stakeholders primarily used data for compliance purposes rather 
than for strategic decision-making. Stakeholders often focused on collecting and reporting data to meet state 
and federal requirements, such as demonstrating adherence to licensing standards, documenting child progress 
for program evaluations, or meeting accountability metrics for funding eligibility.

This compliance-oriented approach means that stakeholders tend to prioritize data collection that is required by 
regulatory bodies rather than gathering data that could provide deeper insights into program quality or student 
outcomes. For example, much of the data collected is used to fulfill obligations like documenting enrollment 
figures, monitoring attendance, and meeting quality rating system standards. While these data are valuable, 
they are not always used to drive program improvements or adapt instructional strategies based on children’s 
developmental needs.

Moreover, the emphasis on compliance often leaves little time or resources for stakeholders to explore data’s 
potential for enhancing program effectiveness or addressing equity gaps. This results in a missed opportunity 
to leverage data for a more comprehensive understanding of children’s progress and to identify areas where 
additional support may be needed. As a result, data remains underutilized as a tool for continuous improvement, 
strategic planning, and informing decisions that could more effectively enhance early learning outcomes.



HELIOS.ORG  /  PG 6

Strategies for Moving Toward Informed Data Use

Findings from this research suggest that while early learning leaders recognize the value of data, data remain an 
under-utilized tool for informing early learning programming and system improvement. Addressing this gap will 
require intentional efforts to shift how data are understood, supported, and used across Florida’s early learning 
system. The following strategies reflect opportunities to strengthen data-informed leadership practice and move 
the field toward more strategic use of data.

Data Remain an Under-Utilized Tool for Early Learning Programming

Across respondents, data are most often used to meet reporting and accountability requirements rather than 
to inform program design, resource allocation, or long-term planning. This pattern limits the potential of data 
to support continuous improvement and to surface insights about what is working for children and families. 
Strengthening data use in early learning will require reframing data as a leadership tool—not just a compliance 
obligation—and ensuring leaders have the time, capacity, and support to use data proactively.

Moving from Accountability to Strategic Decision-Making

Supporting a shift from compliance-focused data use to strategic decision-making will require changes in 
both systems and practice. Early learning leaders need access to timely, relevant, and clearly defined data that 
align with the decisions they are expected to make. This includes data that support questions about program 
quality, provider capacity, and community need—not just enrollment counts or required performance measures. 
Embedding regular data review into leadership routines, planning cycles, and decision-making processes can 
help normalize data use as part of everyday practice rather than an episodic reporting task.

Creating Learning Opportunities to Share Best Practices

Many early learning leaders reported learning how to use data through informal means or external partnerships 
rather than structured professional learning. Creating opportunities for peer learning—such as communities 
of practice, cross-coalition learning sessions, or targeted technical assistance—can help surface effective 
approaches to data use already occurring across the state. Sharing practical examples of how data have been 
used to guide decisions, address challenges, or improve programs can help build confidence and data literacy 
among leaders and staff.

Leveraging Standardized Public Data for Strategic Use

Florida has access to a growing number of standardized public data sources and dashboards that can support 
early learning decision-making. However, awareness of and access to these tools varies across stakeholders. 
Supporting leaders to better understand how to use existing public data—such as statewide dashboards, 
enrollment trends, and demographic information—can reduce reliance on ad hoc data collection and support 
more consistent, comparable analysis across regions.

Recent state and federal investments reflect a growing emphasis on expanding access to actionable early 
learning data. Initiatives such as the Sunshine State Early Childhood Information Portal expansion are designed 
to improve the use of administrative data for policy and program decision-making, including analyses of family 
participation, provider participation, workforce characteristics, and child and family outcomes. Continued efforts 
to make these data more accessible, understandable, and useful to local leaders can strengthen planning, 
resource allocation, and continuous improvement across Florida’s early learning system. Clear guidance on how 
these data can be applied to local decision-making would further strengthen their use.

https://ceecs.education.ufl.edu/project/data-informed-policymaking/
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Advancing State Efforts to Connect Early Learning and  
PK–20 Data Systems

Finally, continued progress toward connecting early learning data with K–12 and postsecondary systems  
is essential for understanding children’s long-term outcomes and the impact of early learning investments.   
A critical component of this effort is the use of Florida Education Identifiers (FLEIDs), which enable records to 
be linked across education sectors and over time. The expansion of FLEID assignment in early learning—from 
approximately 290,000 children in 2020 to more than 1.5 million records in 2025—represents a significant 
advancement in the state’s data infrastructure. Continued investment in FLEID implementation, data integration, 
governance, and data-sharing policies will strengthen Florida’s ability to analyze participation, persistence, and 
educational outcomes across the full PK–20 continuum and ensure early learning is fully represented in the 
state’s longitudinal data systems.
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investments, systemic public policy efforts, research and data, and impact-driven communications—that together 
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