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On December 6, 2006, the Start Strong Council appointed by Virginia Governor Tim Kaine issued its initial report on the state of universal preschool in Virginia, along with its recommendations for the next year.  


Instead of a full-blown universal preschool proposal, the Council recommended:

· A “pilot” program for 1,000 students in six localities, 

· Creation of a “ranking” of preschool programs,

· Collection of data on current programs and the new pilot program,

· Building a high quality preschool workforce by developing new training programs and professional development courses.

· Creation of a new “coordinating infrastructure” and “identify or create governance structure at both the local and state levels.”

Some of these proposals have merit.  For example, a voluntary quality ratings system could be invaluable in assisting parents trying to determine the appropriate private preschool placement for their child.  New professional development courses can help create the kind of high quality workforce needed for effective preschool programs.  The collection of data on current programs is long overdue.

Other proposals, such as establishment of new coordinating infrastructures, could become the proverbial “nose of the camel under the tent” in laying the groundwork for a large new state bureaucracy.   In addition, while a pilot program can be a useful tool for determining program effectiveness, a poorly-constructed pilot runs the risk of becoming a political tool in support of pre-determined outcomes.

This last point is the fundamental flaw in the Start Strong report.  The Initial Report of the Start Strong Council makes a number of assumptions, specifically:  that universal preschool is fiscally viable; that preschool is needed by all children regardless of their socio-economic status; and that preschool is not only a prescription, but is the only prescription, for improving academic achievement in K-12 education.

In support of these assumptions, the report offers a number of studies conducted of preschool programs in other states.  The reality, however, is that the studies cited are largely either inconclusive or point in precisely the opposite direction.

This paper points out strengths and weaknesses in the Start Strong Report and, more specifically, inconsistencies and areas where the conclusions of the initial report of the Start Strong Council are not supported by the data.

Does the research cited by the Start Strong Council support Universal Preschool?


The Start Strong Council cites several studies in support of its conclusion that universal preschool is necessary for all four-year-olds, regardless of their socio-economic status.  These studies examined the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project (Michigan), the Abecedarian Project (North Carolina), the Chicago Child-Parent Center Study, and the Oklahoma universal preschool program.


Only the Oklahoma program is universal.  The other studies look at programs that focused exclusively on low-income children and do not reflect the outcomes of a universal program that includes middle and upper-income children.  To cite these studies as supporting the concept of universal pre-K is disingenuous at best.  Let’s review these programs listed by the Strong Start Council in its recent report:–

High/Scope Perry Preschool Study

· Involved pre-schoolers deemed to be at risk for “retarded intellectual functioning and eventual school failure.”  

· Studied a grand total of 123 children (58 in the experimental group and 65 in the control group).

· Children studied had one or two years of half-day preschool for seven months a year and periodic home visits were provided.  

· All children were of low socio-economic status and had IQs in the range of 70 to 85.  

· Children had to have a parent home during the day.

· In 40 years, no other study has replicated the results.

· Head Start co-founder Ed Zigler noted, “(The Perry sample) was not only nonrepresentative of children in general; there is doubt that it was representative of even the bulk of economically disadvantaged children.”

Carolina Abecedarian Project:

· Studied a small group of economically disadvantaged Black children. 

· Children entered the program at an average 4 months of age.

· Provided educational day care eight hours a day, five days a week.

· Provided free medical care, dietary supplements and social service help for families.  

· Was full-time intervention from birth through age five.

Chicago Child-Parent Center Program

· Included only low-income children.

· Parent program includes parent resource room with educational workshops, reading groups and craft projects.

· Parents volunteer in classroom, attend school events and field trips and were assisted in completing high school.

· Includes home visitations by staff

· Provides health screening, speech therapy, nursing and meal services.

· Many children received tutoring in reading and math until the third grade.

· From this study of intensive services provided to low-income children, the Initial Report of the Start Strong Council cites a “return on investment” of $7.10 saved in later expenses – a figure not likely to be sustained by children coming from higher socio-economic backgrounds.

In the case of Oklahoma, a state that has had universal preschool since 1998, the study cited by the Start Strong Council looked only at the city of Tulsa.  But state-wide results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), an exam universally recognized as “the nation’s report card,” tell a far different story.

Oklahoma NAEP Results:

· In 1992 – six years before universal preschool – 33 percent of Oklahoma 4th graders were below basic in reading.  By 2005 – six years after universal preschool –  40 percent of Oklahoma 4th graders scored below basic in reading

· In 1992, 38 percent of 4th graders scored “basic” in reading; in 2005, only 35 percent read at a “basic” level.

· In 1992, 25 percent of Oklahoma 4th graders were “proficient” in reading; by 2005, that percentage had dropped to 21 percent.

· In an analysis by Kavan Peterson of Stateline.org of the top 10 best and worst state reading performers, Oklahoma was the worst based on the percentage point change in 4th grade reading scores, dropping four percentage points.

· None of the states in the top 10 best performers in terms of reading gains had implemented universal preschool.

While the evidence is clear that quality preschool programs will help at-risk children prepare for the K-12 experience, there is little or no evidence that expansion to all children will have a similar positive effect.

Did the Start Strong Council ignore studies demonstrating the negative impact of Universal pre-K?

Dozens of studies demonstrate that the impact of “Universal Pre-K” on middle class students makes little difference in the academic performance of these students – and may, in fact, have a detrimental impact on social behavior.  None of these were cited by the Initial Report of the Start Strong Council.

· Georgia’s pre-school program has served more than 300,000 children at a cost of $1.15 billion.  A 2003 report by Georgia State University researchers tracked students for five years, finding that any test scores from preschool “are not sustained in later years.”

· A November 2005 study from Stanford University and the University of California at Berkeley looked at 14,000 kindergartners. It discovered that preschool hinders social development and created poor social behavior, including bullying, aggression, and a lack of classroom participation.

· Another November 2005 study from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development found that those behavior problems were evident in third graders who had spent more, rather than less, time in preschool centers.

· A 2005 RAND Corporation study “found that children participating in preschools not targeted to disadvantaged children were no better off in terms of high school or college completion, earnings, or criminal justice system involvement than those not going to any preschool.”

· Children’s Hospital and Boston College published a July 2005 study finding that suburban children enrolled in a high-quality preschool program did no better than other suburban kids who did not enroll in such programs.

· A February 2006 University of California at Santa Barbara study found that any advantages from preschool in kindergarten performance had faded away by third grade.

· A February 2006 C.D. Howe Institute study considered 33,000 children in Quebec’s universal preschool program between 1994 and 2002.  Its conclusion: “For almost every measure, we find that the increased use of childcare was associated with a decrease in their well-being relative to other children.  For example, reported fighting and aggressive behavior increased substantially.”

Are there cautions about the Start Strong Council’s recommendations?


While many of the Council’s initial recommendations are worth pursuing, there are flaws that should be corrected by the General Assembly or the Governor before being carried out.   Those flaws include, but are not limited to – 

1.) The report calls for creation of a “Quality Ratings System” to encourage quality and consistency and to provide a market-based approach that may be used by parents.  The features to be examined do not include cost.  Cost is an important component for parents – as it should be for taxpayers that finance such components.

It is especially important to examine the cost of quality preschool services in light of Governor Kaine’s contention that expanding taxpayer-funded preschool to all children in Virginia will cost $300 million a year.  This contention appears to be based on the current cost of Virginia’s program targeted towards at-risk children, a cost of $5,700 per child.  Yet the Start Strong report notes a cost of $7,280 per child for full-time licensed center child care for four-year-olds – a figure which would increase the price tag of Governor Kaine’s suggestion by at least $100 million, exclusive of added facilities demands.

Furthermore, “quality preschool” of the sort that seems to be envisioned by the Governor Kaine will be substantially more expensive than suggested.  A report by the National Institute for Early Education Research notes that only Arkansas has achieved at least nine of ten “quality benchmarks.”  There, the state covers 60 percent ($4,711) of the per-child cost ($7,851).  Thus, the operating cost of  “quality universal preschool” in Virginia is likely to total more than $425 million per year, assuming 70 percent of eligible students (an estimate used in other states) use the program.

2.) The report calls for building a high quality workforce by working with a variety of government agencies, but does not include participation by private providers of preschool services.  Many private providers are successful in teaching their students the skills necessary to compete in K-12, and they should be invited to share the lessons they’ve learned and best practices they use.

3.) The report calls for a pilot program of 1,000 children in six localities.  While the pilot will examine a number of important program features, several important items to determine the genuine success of a preschool program are left out.  Among them –

a. There appears to be no provision to disaggregate student scores and other data by socioeconomic status (SES).  A report claiming that low and high SES are equally in need of preschool services should want to collect that data.

b. There appears to be no provision for the collection of long-term longitudinal data.  A large number of studies have demonstrated the “fall off” evident in former Head Start students – part of which may result from Head Start’s past emphasis on socialization skills rather than cognitive preparation for school or from poor instructional programs in the K-12 sector.  A long-term study is appropriate.

c. There appears to be no provision for creation of a control group (students with similar demographics not participating in preschool programs).  Only by having a group with which preschool participants can be compared can a fair assessment be made of preschool’s impact.  An objective and unbiased pilot study would want to determine this.

