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State law contemplates, but does not require, four-year-old kindergarten (4K) programs in public schools. 
This issue brief discusses the various approaches to 4K programs that currently exist in Wisconsin, if a 
school board opts to provide a 4K program.1 The issue brief also summarizes a recently enacted program 
that, as an alternative to school-sponsored 4K programs, provides funds to child care providers for giving 
instructional programming to four-year-old children.  

GENERAL REQUIREMENTS FOR 4K PROGRAMS 
As mentioned, a school board may, but is not required to, provide an educational program for four-year-old 
children, commonly referred to as 4K. A school district that chooses to provide a 4K program must provide 
that program for free to resident students. To participate in a 4K program in a given year, a child must be 
four years old on or before September 1 of that school year, though an exception for early admission exists.2 

Through open enrollment, a child may enroll in the 4K program of a school district other than the district in 
which the child lives, but only if the child’s resident school district also provides a 4K program and the child 
is eligible to attend that 4K program.3 Additionally, eligible students may enroll in 4K through one of the 
state’s parental choice programs.4 As of the 2025-26 school year, 4K students are counted as “0.6 pupil” for 
purposes of calculating a school district’s revenue limit and state aid, provided the district schedules at least 
437 hours of direct pupil instruction each school year in the 4K program.5 

THE COMMUNITY APPROACH 
Under a “traditional” approach to 4K, a school district provides 4K programming at a school owned and 
operated by the district. However, a school district may also choose to collaborate with a licensed child care 
center to offer 4K. 4K programs using this model, commonly referred to as the “community approach,” are 
still provided by the school district but generally occur at the licensed child care center. 

Specifically, current law authorizes each school board to enter into an agreement with a licensed child care 
center to do either of the following: (1) lease space for prekindergarten (pre-K),6 4K, or five-year-old 
kindergarten (5K) programs; or (2) place school district employees in child care centers to provide 
instruction in pre-K, 4K, or 5K programs offered by the school district.7 While state law expressly authorizes 
these agreements, it does not direct their content. As a result, a school district’s 4K program that operates 
under the community approach is governed by terms of the agreement between the child care center and the 
school district, which commonly include provisions relating to cost apportionment, delivery of instruction, 
learning standards and curriculum, and transportation, among others. Regardless of whether a 4K program 
is operated under a “traditional” or “community” approach, the individuals providing instruction must be 
appropriately licensed by the Department of Public Instruction (DPI). 

THE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL READINESS PROGRAM 
The Elementary School Readiness Program (ESRP), or “Get Kids Ready,” provides per-child funding to 
participating child care providers that do not offer a 4K program administered by a school district but that 
still support the development of social and cognitive skills necessary for four-year-old children to 
successfully transition to 5K.8 The program is administered by the Department of Children and Families 
(DCF). While the ESRP and 4K programs both serve four-year-old children, the ESRP is not a 4K program. 
In a given school year, if a child care provider has a contract with a school district to provide a 4K program 
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for the school district under the community approach, the child care provider is ineligible to participate in 
the ESRP.  

Additionally, to be eligible to participate in the ESRP, a child care provider must meet all of the following 
requirements: 

• Be a licensed or certified child care provider under s. 48.65 or 48.651, Stats.

• Be in compliance with all legal, financial, and regulatory requirements imposed by law or DCF rule.

• Demonstrate to DCF that it will annually provide at least 437 hours of direct instruction in elementary
school readiness to children participating in the program.

• Demonstrate to DCF that, for purposes of the program, it uses a curriculum that meets DPI’s model early
learning standards.

• Notify DCF of its intent to participate in the program by February 1 of the preceding school year.

Any child who is four years old on or before September 1 of the school year may participate in the program. 
To participate, a child’s parents must submit an application to the child care provider on a form prepared by 
DCF, and the child care provider must accept the child’s application. A teacher who teaches in an ESRP 
offered by a child care provider must have an associate degree or bachelor’s degree. 

DCF must pay eligible child care providers a statutorily formulated amount for each eligible child 
participating in the program. In the 2026-27 school year, this amount9 equals $7,045. DCF must pay this 
amount to each child care provider in four installments of 25 percent each in September, November, 
February, and May. If the funds appropriated for the ESRP are insufficient to pay the full amount of 
providers’ costs, DCF must prorate payments among the participating providers. A child care provider may 
use the payments to cover any costs associated with providing the program and may charge additional 
amounts for the care and supervision of a participating child that occurs outside of the ESRP hours. 

1 Nearly all school districts in Wisconsin currently offer a 4K program. Section 120.13 (36), Stats., authorizes DPI to administer 
a program that provides two-year grants to school districts for implementing a 4K program. If, in the prior school year, a 
school district counted any students in a 4K program for purposes of state aid or the district’s revenue limit, the district is 
ineligible to receive a grant. Given the prevalence of 4K programs in Wisconsin school districts, the use of this grant program 
has significantly decreased over time. 

2 s. 118.14 (1) (a), Stats. Children may be admitted to a 4K program before they are four years old if they meet the standards for 
early admission established by their school district. [s. 120.12 (25), Stats.] 

3 s. 118.51 (2), Stats. For more information on open enrollment, see Legislative Council, Open Enrollment in Public Schools, 
Issue Brief (Oct. 2022).  

4 For more information, see Legislative Council, Parental Choice Programs in Private Schools, Issue Brief (May 2025). 
5 ss. 121.004 (7) (cm) and 121.02 (1) (f), Stats. 
6 State law authorizes each school board to establish prekindergarten programs for children less than four years old. A school 

board may accept and receive federal funds for prekindergarten programs and may charge a reasonable fee for attendance. [s. 
120.13 (13), Stats.] A child attending a prekindergarten program is generally not considered enrolled in the school district for 
purposes of calculating state aid and a school district’s revenue limit. [See s. 121.004 (7), Stats.] 

7 s. 120.13 (36), Stats. 
8 s. 49.132, Stats. 
9 The amount is determined by taking 60 percent of the sum of the revenue ceiling for the current school year and the per pupil 

amount for the current school year. Under s. 121.905 (1), Stats., the revenue ceiling for the 2026-27 school year is $11,000. 
Under s. 115.437 (2) (a), Stats., the per pupil amount for the 2026-27 school year is $742. Sixty percent of the sum of these 
two amounts is $7,045. 
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