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Oakland’s early childhood education (ECE) ecosystem is rapidly changing. The aftermath of the
pandemic, along with significant socio-economic shifts, has created multi-layered challenges.
Simultaneously, California’s expansion of Transitional Kindergarten (TK) to 4-year-olds under its
Universal Pre-Kindergarten Initiative (UPK) has introduced new complexities.  

New local funding puts Oakland in a unique position to address some of the impacts of UPK.
While we are living in uncertain times related to state and federal funding, there are targeted
approaches to address these issues locally. This document is a summary of a larger report (add
link) OSSS compiled by looking at current ECE data, feedback from community members via
public meetings, established OSSS committees and groups, and surveys conducted by partners.
The below is intended to provide a comprehensive overview of the child care landscape in
Oakland and present recommendations to develop a more unified and equitable ECE system. The
full report was researched and written by Maya Lawton, a University of California, Berkley’s
Goldman School of Public Policy graduate student, as part of her Capstone project. OSSS is
grateful for her contributions, as well as for the many partners who shared data, insights, and
participated in interviews to inform this work. The following summary highlights key aspects of
Oakland’s child care landscape and presents recommendations to develop a more unified and
equitable ECE system. 

BACKGROUND



Oakland, CA Alameda County California

Total Population 438,072 1,651,949 39,242,785

Percent of residents under 5 years
old 5.7% 5.3% 5.6%

Percent of residents under 18 years
old 19.3% 20% 22.2%
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Oakland faces a declining population under 5

Oakland's child population aged under 5 decreased by 5.5 percent (1,454 children) between
2018-2023. The child population rises to 29,600 when including 5-year-olds (Figure 2). This
reflects broader trends due to declining birth rates: California birth rates fell 20 percent from
2015-2024, and Alameda County's fertility rate dropped from 63.3 to 46.4 births per 1,000
women (2007-2023) (Johnson et al., 2023; California Department of Public Health). 

WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY? 

According to the U.S. Census, Oakland’s population in 2023 was 438,072, the most populous
city in Alameda County. The city’s population has continued to grow over the years, increasing
by four percent between 2018 and 2023 (Table 2). Population growth is driven primarily by
Oakland residents 65 and older. 

Table 2. Total Population by Age in Oakland, Alameda County, and California in 2023

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year population estimates, Table S0101 (2023).



Figure 2. Estimated Population of Children Birth to 5 in Oakland, 2013-2023

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 2013, 2018, and 2023 5-year population estimates, Table B09001.

Figure 4. Population of Children Under 5 in Oakland by Race/Ethnicity, 2013-2023

Changing racial and ethnic demographics of children under 5
Oakland has long been recognized nationally for its diverse population, home to a variety of
racialized groups, nationalities, and heritages. The city’s child population is reflective of this
(Figure 4).

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 2013, 2018, and 2023 5-year population estimates, Table B01001.
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The cost of living in Oakland is higher than the state and national average, with housing
costs being a major driver. An alternative measure to the Federal Poverty Line is the Self-
Sufficiency Standard (Standard), which is the minimum income a family must earn to
meet basic needs, varying by family composition and county, without public or private
assistance. 

Rising cost of living in Oakland

Figure 6. Basic Needs as a Percentage of the Standard for Two Adults, One Preschooler, and One Infant
in Alameda County, CA 2024

Source: The Self-Sufficiency Standard for California 2024. Available at https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/california/ 

The Self-Sufficiency
Standard is $179,064
annually or $42.39 per
hour (full time).
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In 2023, 14.4 percent of Oakland’s families with related children under 18 were living
below the FPL, compared to 12.2 percent statewide in 2023. Oakland has the second-
largest share of children in poverty (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Share of Children Under 5 Living Under the FPL by City/Place in Alameda County
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Poverty trends

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) 2023 5-year population estimates, Table S1701.
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A chronically underpaid workforce

The ECE workforce faces significant compensation challenges despite its critical role in
child development. The ECE workforce in Alameda County is nearly 80 percent women of
color. In Oakland specifically, ECE professionals earned a median wage of just $18.75 in
2019, translating to an annual salary of only $38,812.50 (First 5 Alameda County, 2025;
First 5 Alameda County, 2022). This is far below the Standard needed to afford basic
needs in Oakland.

Nationwide, close to 75 percent of early educators have attended college (Center for the
Study of Child Care Employment (CSCCE, 2022). The workforce is also highly experienced,
with more than half of the providers being home-based and one-third of lead teachers in
child care centers having over 16 years of experience as educators (CSCCE, 2022). Yet
their compensation fails to reflect this education and expertise. 

Current child care participation trends

OUSD’s Preschool Experience Survey offers an overview of the types of preschool and early
learning experiences OUSD kindergarten students had before enrollment for school years
2016-17, 2017-18, 2018-19, and 2022-23. In 2022-23, of the 2,717 OUSD kindergarten
students, 32 percent attended an OUSD preschool or TK the previous year, 21 percent
attended a private preschool, 17 percent had FFN care, and nearly 15 percent of these
students did not have any preschool experience.  

Licensed child care trends

While licensed child care centers in Oakland have now returned to pre-pandemic levels
(Figure 10), the pandemic's effects on ECE infrastructure and workforce persist. High
turnover and staff shortages continue to challenge ECE programming across Oakland due to
the high cost of living and competitive workforce dynamics. OSSS aims to track these licensed
child care trends using current data to better understand the evolving landscape.



Figure 10. Number of Licensed Child Care Programs, 2019-2021

Source: First 5 Alameda, Oakland 2022 Data Profile
Note: If a center site has an infant and a preschool license, they are counted as one site. 
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Figure 12. Head Start and Early Head Start Funded Slots at Oakland Sites, 2024-25

Head Start and Early Head Start
Head Start plays a crucial role in serving Oakland’s most vulnerable families. Three organizations
are grantees of the federal government’s Head Start program in Oakland: the City of Oakland,
the Unity Council, and the YMCA of the East Bay. All provide both Head Start (serving children
ages 3 and 5) and Early Head Start (serving children ages 0 to 3 and pregnant participants) free
ECE programming and wraparound services. These grantees offer services in a variety of
program settings, including both center-based and home-based options to accommodate diverse
family needs. For the 2024-25 school year, these three grantees were allocated a total of 596
Head Start slots and 663 Early Head Start slots in Oakland (Figure 12).

Source: Head Start and Early Head Start Program Information Reports-level data on Oakland sites collected from grantees
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Head Start Participant Demographics

Participation by race/ethnicity varies greatly between providers. 

Figure 16. Combined HS and EHS Participants by Race/Ethnicity, 2023-24

Source: Head Start and Early Head Start Program Information Reports- level data on Oakland sites collected from grantees.
Note: Race/Ethnicity based on cumulative enrollment counts.
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Most notably, Head Start providers have observed a significant increase in Head Start and
Early Head Start participants with IEPs and IFSPs (Figure 17). 

Figure 17. Share of HS/EHS Participants with an IEP/IFSP by Grantee
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Source: Head Start and Early Head Start Program Information Reports-level data on Oakland sites collected from grantees.
Note: Based on cumulative enrollment counts.
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OUSD offers preschool, also referred to as Child Development Centers (CDCs), at several
sites throughout Oakland. In 2021, OUSD opened an ECE program at Burbank Preschool
Center, a preschool center with experienced and specialized staff and services for children
with special education needs. Children must be 3 to attend these preschool options, and
income-eligible families may qualify for subsidized programming. 

OUSD’s preschool enrollment has fluctuated throughout the years due to shifting
programming and the pandemic (Figure 18). Between school years 2018-19 and 2019-20,
OUSD’s preschool programming was half-day and enrolled higher numbers of children.
Enrollment dropped significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020-21. Beginning in
2021, OUSD’s preschool programming is full-day and enrolls significantly fewer children than
before the pandemic. Children with special education needs enrolled at Burbank have
increased by 15 percent. 
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OUSD’s Preschool

Figure 18. OUSD Preschool Enrollment, 2018-2023

Source: Partnership with Oakland Unified School District. 
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OUSD enrollment by race/ethnicity at CDC sites is comparable to OUSD’s TK cohorts. 

Figure 19. OUSD Preschool Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity, 2018-2024

Source: Partnership with Oakland Unified School District. 
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The composition of children’s ages in preschool has shifted. Between 2021-22 and 2024-25,
the share of 3-year-olds in preschool has increased by 14 percentage points, and the share of
4-year-olds has declined by 7 percentage points (Figure 20). 

Figure 20. OUSD Preschool Enrollment by Age, 2018-2024
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OUSD has significantly expanded Transitional Kindergarten (TK), a full-day specialized
program for eligible 4-year-olds available at multiple public schools throughout Oakland. TK
has been offered at Oakland schools since 2012, but with limited eligibility. Per California’s
UPK Initiative, OUSD has expanded TK since 2022-23 by gradually increasing age eligibility
based on the month a child was born. By 2025-26, TK will be universally accessible to all 4-
year-old children who turn four by September 1. While TK enrollment dropped at OUSD
during 2020-21 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it has since then grown substantially. In the
academic year 2024-25, more than 75 percent of 4-year-olds were eligible for TK based on
birth date eligibility. Between the 2022-23 and 2024-25 school years, overall TK enrollment
grew by 64 percent, from 758 to 1,242 students (Figure 21).
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TK Expansion in Oakland

Figure 21. TK Enrollment Increases at OUSD, 2015-2024

Source: Partnership with Oakland Unified School District. Only non-charter schools.
Students from the language assessment, ELPAC, effective in AY 2024–25. DLL status for TK grades was not assessed in 24-25.
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TK enrollment among Dual Language Learners (DLL) and low-income students has also
increased between 2021-22 and 2024-25, however, they compose similar shares of the
overall TK cohort. A large share of TK students are low-income at OUSD (67 percent),
signifying that this programming is meeting a need for low-income families.

Figure 25. OUSD TK Enrollment by Student Need, 2017-2024

Source: Partnership with OUSD. AB 2268 exempts TK students from the language assessment, ELPAC, effective in AY 2024–25. 
Note: The 2020-21 school year is excluded due to pandemic disruptions with data collection and error. AB 2268 exempts TK 
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