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Early Learning 
Oklahoma is home to over 300,351 children aged 
five and under, with approximately 60 percent of 
these children having all available parents in the 
workforce. Providing early care and education 
access for these children is critical to their early 
development, workforce participation of their 
parents, and future growth of the state economy. 
Currently, Oklahoma has a child care gap of 34.2 
percent, which means over 62,000 children do 
not have access to child care within a reasonable 
distance. This gap in available child care has an 
estimated annual economic impact of over $2.7 
billion.

Governance
The current early childhood governance system 
within Oklahoma is classified as coordinated, where 
responsibility for early care and education programs 
are shared by the Department of Human Services, 
Department of Health, Department of Education 
and other agencies. Figure 1, below, shows how 
early childhood programming is coordinated across 
state agencies in Oklahoma. 

Funding
Like in most other states, federal and state funding 
for early care and education reach only a fraction 
of eligible children in Oklahoma. Table 1, below, 
illustrates the reach of key programs like the 
child care subsidy through the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant (CCDBG), Early/Head 
Start and state-funded preschool. 

CCDBG Head Start Preschool Early Head Start State-funded Preschool

23% 30% 14%
36%  

(of three- and four-year olds)

Table 1: Reach of Key Early Care and Education Programs 

Source

Figure 1: Early Childhood Governance in Oklahoma

Source
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https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/resources/2021/12/child-care-and-pre-k-are-strategic-economic-investments-impact-on-employment-and-earnings/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/view-by-state/1035/OK
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://pn3policy.org/early-childhood-governance/


Affordability
Reflecting national trends, child care expenses are 
high for families in Oklahoma. As shown in Table 2, 
the price of care exceeds 10 percent of the median 
annual income of a two adult household and 34 
percent of a single parent household. 

K-12 Education in Oklahoma 
Oklahoma serves over 650,000 students across 
500 school districts within the K-12 system. 
According to a 2025 analysis, Oklahoma ranks 50th 
in education when accounting for graduation rates, 
best schools per capita, dropout rates, student 
achievement, and safety measures. While some 
leaders question the validity of these findings, 
citing concerns over the prioritization of per pupil 
expenditure, Oklahoma falls behind on other 
measures including NAEP scores and teaching 
attractiveness indicators. 

The state ranks 38th in student-teacher ratio, 
with approximately 16 students for every teacher. 
Oklahoma currently spends approximately $13,000 
per pupil, which is below the national average of 
$18,000. While per-pupil expenditure does not 
directly improve student performance, research 
suggests that for every $1,000 reduction in per-
pupil spending, the achievement gap between 
Black and White students widens by six percentage 
points. 

Students in Oklahoma, like students across the 
country, struggle to achieve proficiency across 
subject areas according to national assessments. 
Oklahoma’s students are trailing behind the national 
average, with less than a quarter of 4th-grade 
students achieving reading proficiency, meaning 

they can conclude the meanings of words in text 
using context clues (Figure 2). Oklahoma students 
perform slightly better in mathematics, with just 
over a quarter achieving proficiency, meaning they 
understand concepts like place value and can work 
with whole numbers and decimals (Figure 3). 

Research shows that students with high-quality 
teachers outperform those without, regardless of 
demographic differences. According to national 
data, Oklahoma is in the bottom quartile for wage 
competitiveness for teachers and the purchasing 
power of teacher salaries has declined over the 

Annual price of center-
based child care

Annual price of home-
based child care

Portion of median 
income of married-

couple family

Portion of median 
income of single-parent 

income

$10,809 $9,399 10.6% 34.2%

Table 2: Affordability of Child Care in Oklahoma

Source

Figure 2: State vs. National 4th Grade 
Reading NAEP Proficiency | 2011–2024 

Source

Figure 3: State v. National 4th Grade 
Mathematics NAEP Proficiency | 2011–2024 

Source
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https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://wallethub.com/edu/e/states-with-the-best-schools/5335
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/ok?sfj=np&chort=1&sub=red&sj=ok&st=mn&year=2024r3&cti=pgtab_ot
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/documents/services/teacher-year/teacher-leadership-development/Teacher_Supply_Demand_Report-2021.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cmb/public-school-expenditure
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cmb/public-school-expenditure
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/how-money-matters-factsheet
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/how-money-matters-factsheet
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reports/reading/2024/g4_8/state-district-trends/?grade=4
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education/articles/10.3389/feduc.2024.1367317/full
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reports/reading/2024/g4_8/state-district-trends/?grade=4
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reports/reading/2024/g4_8/state-district-trends/?grade=4


past several years in the state (Figure 4). To address 
these challenges, Oklahoma has recently made 
investments in supporting teacher mentorship and 
awarding recognition to teachers who perform 
well. These efforts have the potential to strengthen 
teacher retention and improve student achievement 
over the long term. 

Higher Education 
Higher education is a key driver of economic and 
social mobility in Oklahoma, where the majority 
of future jobs will require education beyond high 
school. By 2031, 72 percent of all jobs in the U.S. 
are expected to require some form of education 
beyond high school, making higher education more 
important now than ever. With 46 institutions 
serving over 168,000 students, the state’s 

postsecondary system provides multiple pathways 
to credentials that connect residents to meaningful 
careers.

Postsecondary Attainment 
Over the past decade, national and state leaders 
have worked to increase postsecondary attainment, 
resulting in an overall rise of more than 16 
percentage points. As of fall 2024, undergraduate 
enrollment grew 4.7 percent for a total of 16 million 
students, approaching pre-pandemic levels. Despite 
the progress, certain challenges still remain, such 
as disparate funding for institutions, barriers to 
financial resources, and lack of intentional student 
support for all contribute to gaps in attainment 
rates.

Currently, 37 percent of Oklahomans hold a 
postsecondary degree or credential. While the 
state has made progress, gaps in attainment persist 
for certain student populations, particularly for 
Black, Hispanic, and Native students, as well as 
for students with “some college but no degree.” 
Addressing these gaps is critical to strengthening 
Oklahoma’s workforce and economy.

Access
Oklahoma’s colleges and universities increasingly 
serve diverse student populations, including first-
generation students, working adults, veterans, 
and students with disabilities. Enrollment gaps 

Figure 4: Change in Oklahoma Teacher 
Salary Over Time | 1999–2022 

Source
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Figure 5: Oklahoma’s Postsecondary Landscape

Oklahoma is home to 46 institutions of higher education. These institutions include:

 In total, Oklahoma serves 184,218 postsecondary students

17

45%

2

<1%

13

45%

13

9%

4-Year Public Institutions

are enrolled at 4-Year Public 
Institutions

For-Profit Institutions

are enrolled at For-Profit 
Institutions 

2-Year Public Institutions

are enrolled at 2-Year Public 
Institutions

4-Year Private Nonprofit Institutions

are enrolled at 4-Year Private 
Nonprofit Institutions

Source

Source
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https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/projections2031/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_317.20.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/trendgenerator/app/answer/2/43?f=6%3D40
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/nscblog/research-center-fall-postsecondary-enrollment-rebounds-above-pre-covid-levels/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1203738.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1203738.pdf
https://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/credentials-of-value
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Postsecondary-Attainment-Quick-Facts-August-2024.pdf
https://www.pellinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/PELL_2024_Indicators-Report_f.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_211.60.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/InstitutionByName.aspx?goToReportId=1&sid=c93cbf34-83ec-4f5e-9cc8-a1273db87221&rtid=1
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_317.20.asp


persist across racial and ethnic groups, with 
Black and Hispanic students underrepresented in 
postsecondary education compared to white and 
Asian peers. The state is home to 44 Minority-
Serving Institutions, which play a critical role in 
expanding opportunity and mobility for students of 
color and low-income students.

Student Support
Holistic student supports, or wraparound 
services, such as academic advising, financial 
guidance, mental health care, and childcare, are 
essential for student success. Research shows 
these services improve enrollment and retention, 
especially for first-generation and adult learners. 
Oklahoma’s retention and persistence rates (Figure 
6) demonstrate the importance of scaling such 
supports statewide.

Affordability
Affordability remains a major barrier as Oklahoma 
ranks 43rd in FAFSA completion, leaving over $64 
million in Pell Grants unclaimed in 2023. Tuition 
at public institutions has increased by 63 percent 
since 2014, while state appropriations have only 
grown by 20 percent, shifting costs onto students. 
The average Oklahoma student graduates with 
over $32,000 in loan debt, highlighting the urgent 
need for stronger financial aid access and state 
investment.

Policy Considerations
	­ In what ways could policymakers explore 

strengthening the early care and education 
sector to expand access to affordable, high-
quality early care and education? 

	­ What existing academic initiatives could be 
strengthened to support student achievement 
and raise student proficiency levels across the 
state? 

	­ How can Oklahoma expand access to diverse 
postsecondary pathways while closing 
enrollment and attainment gaps?

THE ECONOMIC IMPACT OF 
OKLAHOMA’S CHILD CARE 
LANDSCAPE
Oklahoma currently has a child care gap, estimated 
at 34.2 percent, caused by the demand for care 
far exceeding its supply. Rural areas of the state 
are estimated to have a bigger child care deficit 
than urban areas. The annual impact of the gap on 
the state economy is calculated to be $2.7 to $4.2 
billion. While unregulated care does lessen the gap, 
there is no reliable data on this type of care.

Nationally, the child care gap is caused by a few 
intersecting factors, including the high cost of 
providing care, low wages of early educators, 
and fragmented governance of the early care and 
education sector. 

Figure 6: Oklahoma Postsecondary 
Retention and Persistence Rates

Source

Access to licensed 
child care spaces

109,534

Number of children 
(aged 0-5) with all 
parents working

60%

Estimated licensed 
child care gap

34.2%

Table 3: Oklahoma’s Child Care Gap
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https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_302.65.asp
https://public.tableau.com/shared/5X6WGC8K5?:display_count=n&:origin=viz_share_link
https://public.tableau.com/shared/5X6WGC8K5?:display_count=n&:origin=viz_share_link
https://www.efc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Brief_4_EFC_SupportServices_FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.efc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Brief_4_EFC_SupportServices_FINAL-1.pdf
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bill.debaun.national.college.access.network/viz/NCANsFAFSATracker-2024-25FAFSACycle/HomePage
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bill.debaun.national.college.access.network/viz/NCAN-PellDollarsLeftontheTable-Classof2023Preview/VisualDashboard
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bill.debaun.national.college.access.network/viz/NCAN-PellDollarsLeftontheTable-Classof2023Preview/VisualDashboard
https://shef.sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SHEEO_SHEF_FY24_Report.pdf
https://shef.sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SHEEO_SHEF_FY24_Report.pdf
https://shef.sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SHEEO_SHEF_FY24_Report.pdf
https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-by-state
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage-the-scarce-and-costly-childcare-issue
https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/persistence-retention/
https://info.childcareaware.org/hubfs/Pricing and Landscape Infograms/Landscape Infograms/Oklahoma - 2024 Child Care Landscape Analysis.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Oklahoma-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://childcaregap.org


The high cost of providing child 
care
A growing number of states are adopting cost 
modeling, a data-driven alternative to traditional 
market rate surveys, to determine the true cost 
of delivering high-quality early childhood care. 
Unlike market surveys, which reflect what the 
current market can bear, cost modeling calculates 
the baseline funding needed to sustain operations, 
pay staff living wages, and ensures program 
quality. This approach gives policymakers a 
clearer understanding of the investment required 
to stabilize the child care sector, expand access, 
improve outcomes, and address longstanding 
inequities in early childhood education. The cost-
revenue imbalance underlying much of the sector 
limits existing providers from expanding services 
and discourages aspiring providers from entering 
the sector, causing bottlenecks in the provision of 
care. 

Low wages of early educators
Early educators are one of the lowest paid groups in 
the country and earn far less than teachers in K-12 
schools. In many states, they also earn less than the 
living wage for an individual. In Oklahoma, early 
educators earn approximately $26,000 per year. 
Early educators entering the field face significant 
financial stress and high levels of burnout. The 
national rate of attrition in the early childhood 
workforce is estimated to be 20 percent, leading 
to widespread understaffing of centers, causing 
further decreases in the supply of care. 

Fragmented governance
States are moving toward unifying governance 
of the early care and education sector. However, 
in many states, including Oklahoma, two or 
more departments may coordinate early care 
and education programs, potentially leading to 
fragmentation of funding and governance. Unified 
governance has been shown to help improve the 
stability of the child care sector, which in turn helps 
providers retain staff and expand services. 

Solutions to Address the Child 
Care Gap
States, including Oklahoma, have developed a 
variety of solutions to better support providers 
in expanding their centers and attracting new 
providers to the sector. While these solutions are 
effective, most states are unable to fund them at 
scale, diluting their impact on closing the child care 
gap. 

	� Stabilization grant programs, like the Oklahoma 
Child Care Desert Startup Grants in 2022, help 
incentivize child care providers to stay in the 
sector and help them improve facilities and 
provide staff bonuses.

	� Improved subsidy reimbursement rates, as 
specified by Oklahoma HB 1849, are better 
aligned with the true cost of providing care and 
incentivize providers to care for children from 
lower-income families. 

	� Early educator professional development 
programs like the Oklahoma Registry Certificate 
of Achievement and Stipend Program and 
compensation programs like the Child Care Wage 
Supplement Program, provide scholarships and 
wage supplements for early educators and help 
improve retention of this workforce.

	� Grow Your Own programs encourage the 
development of high-quality home-based child 
care and Family, Friend, and Neighbor (FFN) care 
programs, especially in rural and remote areas. 
This can help increase the supply of flexible, 
affordable, and culturally and linguistically 
aligned child care in underserved regions.
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https://childrensfundingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/Cost-Modeling-101-Lesson-1-FINAL.pdf
https://childrensfundingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/Cost-Modeling-101-Lesson-1-FINAL.pdf
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/market-rate-survey-training
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/The-Economics-of-Childcare-Supply-09-14-final.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/The-Economics-of-Childcare-Supply-09-14-final.pdf
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2024/the-early-childhood-educator-workforce/early-educator-pay-economic-insecurity-across-the-states/
https://www.ffyf.org/states/oklahoma/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/preventing-burnout-in-early-childhood-professionals-practical-self-care-strategies/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/distillation/the-case-for-better-compensation-of-early-educators/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/distillation/the-case-for-better-compensation-of-early-educators/
https://www.ecs.org/early-care-and-education-governance-2024/
https://pn3policy.org/early-childhood-governance/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/states-seek-to-improve-early-childhood-outcomes-through-consolidated-governance-structures/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/increasing-child-care-supply-will-take-investment-not-deregulation
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/federal-relief-funding-for-child-care-is-over.-now-what
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/federal-relief-funding-for-child-care-is-over.-now-what
https://oklahoma.gov/okdhs/newsroom/2022/september/comm09132022.html
https://oklahoma.gov/okdhs/newsroom/2022/september/comm09132022.html
https://www.oklegislature.gov/BillInfo.aspx?Bill=HB1849&Session=2500
https://www.oklegislature.gov/BillInfo.aspx?Bill=HB1849&Session=2500
https://cecpd.org/Provider-Programs/Certificate-of-Achievement-and-Stipend-Program
https://cecpd.org/Provider-Programs/Certificate-of-Achievement-and-Stipend-Program
https://cecpd.org/Portals/1400/Assets/Documents/Wage%20Supplement%20Application%20Jan%202023.pdf?ver=eTYqr7iMRZdW2lKcnA4gfQ%3D%3D
https://cecpd.org/Portals/1400/Assets/Documents/Wage%20Supplement%20Application%20Jan%202023.pdf?ver=eTYqr7iMRZdW2lKcnA4gfQ%3D%3D
https://www.nationaleceworkforcecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Grow-Your-Own-ECE_An-Introductory-Brief_Final.pdf
https://buildinitiative.org/work/home-based-child-care/
https://buildinitiative.org/work/home-based-child-care/


State Examples
States possess a range of policy mechanisms and 
fiscal instruments to influence resource allocation 
within the child care sector. The following section 
provides example approaches of state-level 
investments and policy structures used to support 
their child care delivery system.

Stabilization grants | To sustain the positive impact 
of the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA)-funded 
child care stabilization grant program, some states 
used state appropriations for stabilization grants 
and incentives for child care providers:

	� Georgia | In 2024, the state appropriated nearly 
$23 million for teacher salary increases for its 
mixed-delivery preschool program.

	� Massachusetts | The Commonwealth allocated 
$475 million to Commonwealth Cares for 
Children (C3) child care stabilization grants.

	� North Carolina | The state provided stop-gap 
funding of $67.5 million to continue the Child 
Care Stabilization Grant program through 
December 2024.

Increased subsidy reimbursement rates | Some 
states increased subsidy reimbursement rates to 
ensure that they are more in alignment with the 
cost of providing care. Arkansas, New Mexico, New 
York, South Carolina, and Virginia are examples of 
states that increased subsidy reimbursement rates 
for providers. 

Inclusion of home-based and FFN child care 
providers | To address the child care deficit in rural 
and remote areas, states are investing in developing 
the home-based child care and FFN sector through 
technical assistance, grants, and networking 
opportunities. Nevada and Louisiana are examples 
of states that aim to rapidly expand child care 
supply through subsidy coverage and other services 
to such providers.

Policy Considerations
	­ What short-term strategies could policymakers 

explore to strengthen existing child care 
providers, support expansion opportunities, 
and encourage new entrants into the child care 
sector?

	­ Which approaches could help ensure 
reimbursement rates accurately reflect the true 
cost of providing care across different types of 
providers? 

	­ What policy options could be considered to 
enhance educator development, compensation, 
and overall workforce stability in the child care 
sector statewide? 
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https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/understanding-the-landscape-of-stabilization-grant-funding
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/understanding-the-landscape-of-stabilization-grant-funding
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/c3-grant-faqs
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/c3-grant-faqs
https://pn3policy.org/pn-3-state-policy-roadmap-2024/us/child-care-subsidies/


CREDENTIALING AND 
RETAINING HIGH-QUALITY 
TEACHERS
Research indicates that teachers are the most 
important school-based factor for student growth 
and achievement. Students taught by highly 
effective, excellent educators are more likely 
to graduate from high school, attend college, 
be employed, and earn higher wages. Further 
research shows that state policies on educator 
licensing, hiring, and professional development 
impact teacher qualifications. As such, teacher 
preparation and certification strongly correlate 
with student achievement in math and reading. This 
demonstrates the importance of policy in ensuring 
that all students have access to high-quality 
teachers. 

Like other states, Oklahoma struggles to fill 
classroom vacancies with qualified educators. 
Nearly 60 percent of schools struggled to fill school 
vacancies during the 2020-2021 school year. In 
the 2022-2023 school year, teacher turnover 
rates in Oklahoma reached 24 percent, one of 
the highest in the country. While turnover rates 

have recently declined, the 2024-2025 Oklahoma 
Educator Engagement Survey offers insight into 
some potential drivers of turnover in the state. It is 
important to note that the percentage of educators 
who feel they receive effective feedback is similar 
to that of educators who say they received early 
mentorship in their career, 74 and 75 percent, 
respectively (Figure 7).

Promising Practices in Oklahoma
Due to high turnover and vacancy rates over the 
past several years, Oklahoma turned to emergency 
certifications for teachers with bachelor’s degrees, 
issuing more than 4,600 certifications during 
the 2023-2024 school year. In 2022, legislators 
approved letting adjunct teachers with relevant 
work experience teach full-time at the approval 
of local school boards. Efforts are ongoing to 
balance the need for additional educators with the 
goal of maintaining high instructional standards. 
Students taught by emergency-licensed teachers 
scored significantly lower in math and science 
than students taught by non-emergency-licensed 
teachers. 

Figure 7: Oklahoma Educator Engagement Survey | 2024–2025

Source
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https://www.educationnext.org/in-schools-teacher-quality-matters-most-coleman/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.104.9.2633
https://epaa.asu.edu/index.php/epaa/article/view/392/515
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/documents/divisions/teacher-recruitment-and-retention/2025%20Results%20Engagement%20Survey.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/documents/divisions/teacher-recruitment-and-retention/2025%20Results%20Engagement%20Survey.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/documents/divisions/teacher-recruitment-and-retention/2025%20Results%20Engagement%20Survey.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/what-one-record-setting-teacher-shortage-can-tell-us-about-the-profession/2024/03
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/documents/divisions/teacher-recruitment-and-retention/2025 Results Engagement Survey.pdf


First Class Teacher Induction
Emergency credentialing is not Oklahoma’s only 
approach to address the teacher shortage. The 
Oklahoma State Department of Education (OSDE) 
offers the First Class Teacher Induction program, 
a three-year program focused on supporting 
beginning teachers as they establish their careers. 
The timing of this program is critical, as the most 
significant performance gains for educators occur 
within their first three to seven years of their 
career. During their first year, teachers participate 
in professional learning provided by OSDE, mentors, 
and Catapult Learning. First-year teachers are 
assigned site-based mentors to support acclamation 
to school culture and climate, policy and practice, 
and overall wellness. During years two and three, 
teachers are matched with virtual instructional 
coaches who engage in coaching cycles, classroom 
management learning, and instructional practice. 
Throughout the program, teachers can access 
professional learning communities and technology 
tools that enable the development of their 
craft. Both beginning teachers and coaches are 
compensated for their participation in the program. 
While there are no direct studies examining the 
impact of this program, similar programs focused 
on early career teacher mentorship positively 
impact teacher retention and improve teacher 
effectiveness. 

Teacher Empowerment Program 
The Teacher Empowerment Program focuses 
on recognizing and rewarding high-performing 
teachers. OSDE has allocated nearly $58 million 
for the third year of the program to award the top 
10 percent of the highest-quality teachers within 
a school district. Teachers may be recognized 
for advanced, lead, and master designations 
annually and receive between $3,000 and $10,000 
depending on their designation. Teachers in schools 
with over 40 percent economically disadvantaged 
students will receive additional compensation. 

While there are no current studies of the impact 
of this program, performance pay programs have 
mixed reviews. Additional compensation for high-

performing teachers is shown to boost morale and 
improve teacher retention, both of which impact 
student achievement long-term. However, other 
studies show no overall correlation and indicate that 
program design impacts effectiveness. 

Policy Considerations
	­ What role should the state play in strengthening 

teacher preparation, licensing, and ongoing 
professional learning? Who should be included 
in legislative change regarding teacher 
credentialing?

	­ How should Oklahoma balance the immediate 
need to fill classrooms with the long-term goal of 
maintaining teacher quality?

	­ What data should the state collect and report 
annually to better track teacher shortages, 
turnover, and the impact of state investments on 
student learning? 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN 
EDUCATION
Artificial Intelligence (AI), which combines computer 
science and robust datasets to make predictions 
and classifications based on available data, has 
rapidly developed over the past several years and 
has quickly become embedded in society. From 
social media to smart home devices and television 
streaming suggestions, AI has supplemented life and 
culture for some time now. 

New advancements in AI, such as ChatGPT, call into 
question the use of AI and its effects on important 
aspects of life, such as education. In short, AI has 
the potential to, and already is, fundamentally 
changing how we educate students. According to 
recent assessments, the World Economic Forum 
projects large-scale changes to the labor market 
over the next five years due to advancements in 
AI. The U.S. Department of Education published 
a report about the importance of developing AI 
policies for classrooms in 2023. States and districts 
nationwide are working hard to develop policies and 
guidance for students and educators. 
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https://readytogether.sde.ok.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/First%20Class%20Teacher%20Induction%20Program%20Initiative.pdf
https://www.nctq.org/research-insights/investing-in-new-teacher-orientation-and-mentoring-can-produce-long-term-benefits/
https://www.nctq.org/research-insights/investing-in-new-teacher-orientation-and-mentoring-can-produce-long-term-benefits/
https://oklahoma.gov/education/divisions/teacher-recruitment-retention/teacher-induction-program1/oklahoma-teacher-empowerment-program.html
https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/artificial-intelligence
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/documents/ai-report/ai-report.pdf


Current AI Trends in K-12 & 
Higher Education
If harnessed correctly, AI has the power to 
transform education. Below are some examples of 
ways AI has been incorporated across the education 
continuum. 

	� Personalized K-12 Learning Experience | AI can 
adapt to students’ level of education, learning 
speed, and educational goals. This allows 
for interventions such as intelligent tutoring 
systems. 

	� Technology-Enhanced Assessment | AI can 
assess student performance on assignments 
more timely and accurately while also analyzing 
student behavior, engagement, and learning 
outcomes. These assessments provide the 
opportunity to tailor intervention for students 
earlier in their learning. 

	� Automation of Administrative Tasks | AI can be 
used to schedule meetings, plan lessons, and 
perform other activities that are estimated to 
make up 20 to 40 percent of a teacher’s working 
hours. If utilized correctly, teachers could 
reallocate their time to activities that better 
support student learning. 

	� Strengthening Retention and Completion | 
Across the nation, IHEs have implemented 
chatbots to support students. Students can text 
the chatbot and get connected to individual 
interventions such as tutoring, food banks, or 
mental health services, which has resulted in 
increased retention and graduation.

Considerations for Future AI 
Policy
While AI can positively impact education across 
the continuum, pitfalls in this technology still exist. 
Policymakers should consider several aspects 
when seeking to promote AI, while also providing 
guardrails. 

	� Adverse Outcomes | AI operates on available 
data, so there may be adverse outcomes if the 
data are flawed or biased. The quality, age, and 
population should all be considered to avoid 
harm. For example, an AI learning system trained 
on students in only one state may not be as 
applicable to students in another state. 

	� Data Privacy | Policymakers should consider 
how to ensure individuals are protected from 
ill-use of their personal information in AI. These 
safeguards are critical when using K-12 student 
data. 

	� Cheating and Plagiarism | Educators have 
expressed increasing concerns that students 
could use AI to write papers and complete 
assignments, undermining learning.

AI is arguably the most significant disruptor to 
education in modern times and is already being 
used by today’s students. Rather than fight its 
use, educators and policymakers can embrace its 
potential in a way that ensures equitable access 
and benefits. Assignments may have to evolve to 
combat cheating. Still, just as programs such as 
spell-check and Grammarly redirected the focus 
of teachers and professors on content rather than 
grammar, AI can be harnessed to ensure student 
comprehension and learning.

Oklahoma’s AI Guidance 
The OSDE released updated Guidance and 
Considerations for Using Artificial Intelligence 
in Oklahoma K-12 Schools in July 2025. The 
guidance provides a range of resources on AI from 
understanding AI and AI Literacy to benefits of 
application and implementation frameworks for the 
K-12 setting. Tools that use student demographics 
or collect sensitive information are considered 
high risk and are to be used with user consent with 
continuous data monitoring, while AI tools that do 
not use personal information are considered lower 
risk and come with less oversight with de-identified 
data. OSDE also provides resources on AI tools 
including Khanmigo, AI Toolbox, and SchoolAI. 

9

2 0 2 5  O K L A H O M A  L E G I S L A T O R S  R E T R E A T

https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2022/09/20/how-ai-is-changing-the-way-students-learn/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE315.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE315.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE315.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/how-artificial-intelligence-will-impact-k-12-teachers
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2020/03/12/how-colleges-can-chatbot-their-way-to-better-student-retention/?sh=4901ba566b34
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/03/18/new-study-explores-how-use-chat-bots-retain-students
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2019/8/artificial-intelligence-in-higher-education-applications-promise-and-perils-and-ethical-questions
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/protecting-privacy-in-an-ai-driven-world/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/educators-worry-about-students-using-artificial-intelligence-to-cheat
https://www.grammarly.com/
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/ai-and-digital-learning/Guidance%20and%20Considerations%20for%20Using%20Artificial%20Intelligence%20in%20Oklahoma%20K-12%20Schools%202.0.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/ai-and-digital-learning/Guidance%20and%20Considerations%20for%20Using%20Artificial%20Intelligence%20in%20Oklahoma%20K-12%20Schools%202.0.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/osde/ai-and-digital-learning/Guidance%20and%20Considerations%20for%20Using%20Artificial%20Intelligence%20in%20Oklahoma%20K-12%20Schools%202.0.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/education/services/standards-learning/artificial-intelligence--ai--and-digital-learning1.html


States Leading in AI for Education 
Since the 2022 ChatGPT debut, states have gone 
from having zero AI guidance to 28 states having 
published AI guidance for K-12 education settings. 
As leading states like Arkansas, Georgia, and 
Illinois share results from their AI Task Forces, 
others are digging into legislation. States like Texas 
and Connecticut introduced bills banning the 
replacement of direct instruction from teachers 
with AI. 

	� California | California Superintendent Tony 
Thurmond launched a professional training 
initiative on a variety of topics, including AI-
focused professional learning for educators and 
administrators. This initiative aims to educate 
educators on the benefits and limitations of 
the tool and has produced panels and working 
groups featuring experts in AI and leveraging 
stakeholders like the Computer Science Teachers 
Association. The California Department of 
Education (CDE) provides a variety of resources 
on AI, including the CDE AI Resource Kit and 
a webinar series on AI, which explores topics 
such as prompting, impact on mental health, 
and maximizing workflow. California legislators 
passed a bill that would prohibit developers from 
producing a product that is intended to collect or 
process a student’s identifying information. 

	� Connecticut | A bill Concerning Artificial 
Intelligence, which passed Connecticut’s Senate 
but died in the House, would have established 
a regulatory sandbox program to plan for the 
implementation of AI on a community and 
economic level and develop regulations around 
its use. The bill also required an AI training 
academy for higher education institutions 
and offers implementation strategies for early 
learning and K-12. This approach to regulation 
allows for a strategic state-level rollout designed 
to limit the negative impact of AI on education 
and the labor force. 

	� Ohio | Ohio’s Department of Education and 
Workforce, (ODEW), has launched the AI 

Education Project (aiEDU) with Innovate Ohio. 
Together, they produced the AI K-12 Toolkit 
with resources for parents, teachers, and 
policymakers, as well as a step-by-step approach 
for policy development. ODEW also released 
Ohio’s AI in Education Coalition: AI Strategy 
Report. The coalition is comprised of industry 
representatives, school districts, and other 
stakeholders to develop a plan for ensuring 
Ohio’s students are competitive in the growing 
AI industry. 

Policy Considerations 
	­ How will student data be protected from misuse 

when interacting with AI systems? 

	­ What safeguards are needed to ensure AI used in 
classrooms is transparent, reliable, and free from 
harmful bias? 

	­ Should states adopt a “regulatory sandbox” 
approach to test AI in education before full-scale 
implementation?
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https://www.ecs.org/artificial-intelligence-ai-education-task-forces/
https://governor.arkansas.gov/announcements/arkansas-ai-and-analytics-center-of-excellence-initial-report/
https://www.legis.ga.gov/api/document/docs/default-source/senate-press-office-document-library/2024/study-committees-2024/ai-final/ai-report-final-signed-no-appendix.pdf
https://www.ilga.gov/documents/reports/ReportsSubmitted/5432RSGAEmail11660RSGAAttachAI%20Task%20Force%20Report%20final.pdf
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=89R&Bill=HB2400
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2025/TOB/H/PDF/2025HB-05877-R00-HB.PDF
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pl/aiincalifornia.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pl/aiincalifornia.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pl/documents/cdeairesourcekit.pdf
https://www.quorum.us/bill/3536056/overview/
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/AI-in-Ohio-s-Education
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/AI-in-Ohio-s-Education
https://innovateohio.gov/home
https://innovateohio.gov/aistrategy
https://innovateohio.gov/aistrategy/ohios-ai-in-education-coalition-ai-strategy
https://innovateohio.gov/aistrategy/ohios-ai-in-education-coalition-ai-strategy


EXPANDING PATHWAYS TO 
THE WORKFORCE
Across the United States, aligning postsecondary 
credentials and degree pathways with workforce 
needs has become a priority. With an overwhelming 
majority of future jobs projected to require 
education or training beyond high school, with 
a growing emphasis on industry-recognized 
credentials and workforce readiness. However, 
national trends reveal a gap between the skills 
employers demand and those that education 
systems currently emphasize.

Postsecondary Pathways
Looking for direct workforce alignment, it is 
important for Oklahoma to consider strategies 
to strengthen its economy by preparing students 
for meaningful careers. Multiple postsecondary 
pathways provide on-ramps to many life or family 
sustaining careers. 

As the demographics of higher education and 
workforce needs continue to change, there is a 
growing recognition of the value different types 
of credentials provide for students. Postsecondary 
pathways are the varying opportunities students 
may pursue to become college and career ready and 
are often associated with increased median wages. 

The full scope of postsecondary pathways includes: 

	� Workforce Training Programs | A program that 
focuses on learning or upgrading basic skills in 
order to enhance job performance, promote 
career development, or train for a new job. 

	� Industry Credentials | Vocational certifications, 
licenses, or badges that are recognized by local, 
state, or national business and industry partners. 
Industry credentials help prepare individuals to 
work in a specific industry, often in an entry-
level position and/ or advance their career 
through skill mastery. These credentials typically 
are not for college credit but may be evaluated 
by colleges and universities for awarding credit 
for prior learning. 

	� Certificates | Awards that usually require less 
than one or two years to complete and prepare 
individuals for middle-skill jobs (such as nurses 
and welders). These short-term credentials 
quickly prepare individuals for jobs that are 
important to local economies. Many certificates 
can be applied toward a higher-level certificate 
or degree, such as an associate degree. These 
credentials build, or stack, upon one another, 
which allow students to use prior knowledge and 
continue their education at their own pace. 

	� Associate Degrees | An undergraduate academic 
program that aims to give students basic 
knowledge and skills that can be used toward 
employment or further study. Most associate 
degrees can be conferred in two years and are 
often completed at a community college. 

	� Bachelor’s Degrees | Undergraduate academic 
degree awarded by a college or university usually 
after four years of study. A bachelor’s degree 
is a prerequisite for further courses in graduate 
education. 

	� Graduate Education | Academic or professional 
degrees, certificates, diplomas, or other 
qualifications pursued by postsecondary 
students who have earned an undergraduate 
degree. Graduate education provides students 
with more advanced learning in a specialized 
discipline making them an expert in that topic of 
study. 

Oklahoma’s Workforce Demand
Oklahoma’s economy is projected to need 
thousands of additional workers in engineering, 
health sciences, and advanced manufacturing over 
the next decade. The Oklahoma Works “Critical 
Occupations List” highlights persistent shortages 
in STEM fields, particularly engineering, where 
employers cite difficulty recruiting qualified 
candidates. To address this, some institutions have 
developed articulation agreements to streamline 
transfer and reduce credit loss, such as the Rose 
State College partnership with both the University 
of Oklahoma and Oklahoma State University in 
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https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/cipdetail.aspx?y=55&cipid=89388
https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2018/08/what-exactly-is-a-credential/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/advisories/TEN/2020/TEN_25-19_Attachment_1.pdf
https://www.aiuniv.edu/degrees/business/articles/what-is-an-associate-degree
https://www.coursera.org/articles/what-is-a-bachelors-degree
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/offices/careers/pdf/gradschool.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/workforce/documents/policies/memos/2024/WSOM-03-2024-Oklahomas-Top-100-Critical-Occupations-List.pdf
https://oklahoma.gov/content/dam/ok/en/workforce/documents/policies/memos/2024/WSOM-03-2024-Oklahomas-Top-100-Critical-Occupations-List.pdf
https://okhighered.org/transfer-students/course-transfer/
https://ou.edu/content/dam/transfersuccess/docs/articulation-agreements/Mechanical%20Engineering%20(2022-2023)%20-%20Rose%20State%20College.pdf
https://ou.edu/content/dam/transfersuccess/docs/articulation-agreements/Mechanical%20Engineering%20(2022-2023)%20-%20Rose%20State%20College.pdf
https://rose.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/rsc-osu-mechanical-engineering.pdf


mechanical engineering. These models ensure 
that students who begin at a two-year college can 
complete a four-year degree efficiently, without 
duplicating coursework.

At the same time, Oklahoma students are 
increasingly pursuing industry credentials and 
certificates through CareerTech and community 
colleges. However, availability varies significantly 
by region, and rural students often face barriers 
in accessing high-demand programs. Additionally, 
employers report uneven alignment between 
credentials earned and the skills needed in the 
workplace. Addressing these gaps will require 
coordinated investment across secondary schools, 
higher education institutions, and employers.

Importantly, data from the Oklahoma State Regents 
for Higher Education show that a significant share 
of graduates remain in the state after completing 
their degrees, particularly in high-demand fields like 
health care and engineering, underscoring the value 
of strengthening pathways that directly contribute 
to the state’s workforce.

Workforce Development 
Partnership
In July 2025, Governor Stitt announced a new 
partnership with the State of Oklahoma and 
America Achieves, a national nonprofit, to 
reform and align the state’s talent development 
infrastructure with regional economic demand. 
The core mechanism is a public-private strategy 
designed to bridge the skills gap and expand the 
middle class by focusing on tangible outcomes. 
Oklahoma is one of the first two states (alongside 
Maryland) to enter this type of partnership focused 
on workforce development.

The initiative has two primary focus areas: 

	� Oklahoma Good Jobs Fund | The state is 
launching an initial $19 million fund to support 
scalable, evidence-based workforce solutions. 
This funding is composed of $4.5 million in 
public funds from the Oklahoma Workforce 
Commission and a significant commitment of at 
least $15 million in aligned philanthropic support. 
The purpose of this blended funding model 
is to pilot high-impact programs and industry 
partnerships in high-growth sectors such as 
manufacturing, advanced air mobility, and 
healthcare. 

	� Modernizing State Talent Systems | The 
partnership seeks to undertake systemic reform 
by building a more integrated and responsive 
talent system. This effort addresses chronic 
challenges in workforce development, such as 
fragmented governance structures, misalignment 
between training supply and employer demand, 
and a lack of real-time labor market data. 93.4%

Oklahomans Who Remain and 
Work in OK One Year After 

Graduation From a Public College 
or University

Source

Figure 8: Oklahomans Who Remain in 
State Post-graduation
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https://oklahoma.gov/careertech/educators/certifications-and-badging/certifications.html
https://okhighered.org/econ-dev/statewide-employment-outcomes
https://www.goodjobseconomy.org/articles/fact-sheet-good-jobs-economy-partnership-with-oklahoma
https://www.goodjobseconomy.org/articles/fact-sheet-good-jobs-economy-partnership-with-oklahoma
https://www.goodjobseconomy.org/articles/fact-sheet-good-jobs-economy-partnership-with-oklahoma
https://okhighered.org/econ-dev/statewide-employment-outcomes/?utm_source=chatgpt.com#:~:text=93.4-,Employment%20Outcomes,-Employment%20outcomes%20dashboards


National Context
Other states’ experiences highlight the importance 
of aligning funding, employer engagement, and 
credential portability to create seamless pathways. 
Some examples include:

	� Colorado | Colorado has scaled apprenticeship 
and work-based learning programs that blend 
high school coursework, community college 
training, and employer partnerships. Many 
of these apprenticeships lead directly to 
employment with family-sustaining wages. 
Further, they have worked to advance their 
stackable credential pathways in direct alignment 
with work in apprenticeship and work-based 
learning programs. 

	� Tennessee | The Tennessee Promise program 
offers free tuition for community college, 
paired with clear transfer pathways to four-year 
institutions. By combining affordability with 
structured degree pipelines, the state has raised 
credential completion and improved workforce 
alignment.

	� North Carolina | North Carolina’s Career & 
College Promise (CCP) allows high school 
students to enroll in college classes (at 
community colleges or universities) while in 
high school, earning credit toward certificates, 
diplomas, or associate degrees. The program 
provides Career & Technical Education (CTE) 
pathways as well as college transfer pathways. 

Policy Considerations
	­ What strategies can expand access to 

postsecondary pathways, particularly for rural 
students who face barriers to high-demand 
programs?

	­ How can state policymakers ensure that multiple 
postsecondary pathways, including certificates, 
credentials, and degrees, are valued equally and 
clearly communicated to students and families as 
viable routes to economic mobility?

	­ How can the state strengthen the portability and 
stackability of credentials to ensure students can 
seamlessly progress from certificates to degrees 
and into meaningful careers?
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https://highered.colorado.gov/apprenticeship-program
https://cccs.edu/colleges-programs/programs/apprenticeships/co-helps/
https://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/Legislative/General/2023/2023_Stackable_Credentials_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://learnworkecosystemlibrary.com/initiatives/policy-for-credentialing-initiatives-colorado/
https://www.tbr.edu/initiatives/tn-promise
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/students-families/enhanced-opportunities/advanced-learning-and-gifted-education/career-and-college-promise
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/students-families/enhanced-opportunities/advanced-learning-and-gifted-education/career-and-college-promise


Established in 2001, The Hunt Institute honors 
the legacy of James B. Hunt, Jr., the former 
governor of North Carolina who distinguished 
himself as an ardent champion of education.

The Hunt Institute brings together people and 
resources to inspire and inform elected officials 
and policymakers about key issues in education, 
resulting in visionary leaders who are prepared 
to take strategic action for greater educational 
outcomes and student success.

In 2016, The Hunt Institute became an 
independent, nonprofit entity and joined 
forces with Duke University’s Sanford School 
of Public Policy to pursue research, educational 
partnerships, and events related to improving 
education policy.

Learn more at www.hunt-institute.org.
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