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Entering 2010, Michigan residents find public primary and secondary education
facing numerous challenges:

• State revenues are falling;

• Local revenue growth is stagnating;

• K-12 education service providers are facing escalating cost pressures, with
annual growth rates outpacing the projected growth in available resources;

• Spikes in the level of federal education funding resulting from the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) will produce a budgetary
“cliff” when the additional dollars expire; and

• School district organization and service provision structures are being
reviewed with the goals of reducing costs and increasing efficiencies.

Because of the critical importance of education to the state, its economy, and its
budget, the Citizens Research Council of Michigan (CRC) plans a long-term project
researching education in Michigan with an emphasis on the current governance,
funding, and service provision structures and their sustainability.

Public education has been governed largely the same way since its inception in the
1800s.  It is important to review the current organization of school districts and
structure of education governance, as well as to review new and different ways to
organize and govern public education, to determine if Michigan’s governance
structure meets today’s needs.  The school finance system has been revamped on a
more regular basis throughout history.  Changes have been made to address a host
of concerns, including per-pupil revenue disparities, revenue-raising limitations of
state and local tax systems, as well as taxpayer discontent with high property taxes.
Michigan’s current finance system was last overhauled in 1994 with the passage of
Proposal A, providing sufficient experience to reconsider the goals of the finance
reforms and determine whether the system has performed as originally
contemplated.

In addition to analyzing education governance and revenues, it is important to
review cost pressures facing districts and how education services are provided in
Michigan.  School budgets are dominated by personnel costs, the level of which are
largely dictated by decisions made at the local level.  Local school operating
revenues are fixed by decisions and actions at the state and federal levels, but local
school officials are tasked with making spending decisions and matching projected
spending levels with available resources.  However, those local decisions are often
impacted by state laws (e.g., state law requires districts to engage in collective
bargaining).  The freefall of the Michigan economy since the 2001 recession has
impacted all aspects of the state budget, including K-12 education, and requires
state and local officials to review how things are done in an attempt to increase
revenues and/or reduce costs.
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Citizens Research Council Education Project

In 2009, CRC was approached by a consortium of education interests and asked to take a comprehensive
look at education in Michigan.  CRC agreed to do this because of the importance of education to the
prosperity of the state, historically and prospectively, and also because of the share of the state budget
that education demands.  Education is critical to the state and its citizens for many reasons:  1) A
successful democracy relies on an educated citizenry.  2) Reeducating workers and preparing students for
the global economy are both crucial to transforming Michigan’s economy.  3) Education is vital to state and
local budgets.  4) Public education represents a government program that many residents directly benefit
from, not to mention the indirect benefits associated with living and working with educated people.  As
with all CRC research, findings and recommendations will flow from objective facts and analyses and will
be made publicly available.  Funding for this research effort is being provided by the education consortium
and some Michigan foundations.  CRC is still soliciting funds for this project from the business and
foundation communities.

The goal of this comprehensive review of education is to provide the necessary data and expertise to
inform the education debate in Lansing and around the state.  This is a long-term project that will take
much of the focus of CRC in 2010 and into 2011.  While an overall project completion date is unknown,
CRC plans to approach the project in stages and release reports as they are completed.  Topic areas CRC
plans to study include education governance, K-12 revenues and school finance, school district spending
analyses, public school academies (PSAs) and non-traditional schools, school district service provision and
reorganization, and analyses of changes to Michigan’s educational system.
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High quality early childhood education and preschool
programs that implement best practices have been
shown to improve school success and graduation
rates for disadvantaged children.  This paper, one in
a series of papers that CRC is publishing on impor-
tant education issues facing Michigan, describes pro-
grams that invest in the “front end” of formal edu-
cation:  kindergarten, Head Start, and Michigan’s
Great Start Readiness Program.  It also describes
research on brain development that helps to explain
why investing in early education may be a more ef-
fective strategy than other strategies that are being
pursued.

The educational achievement gap between poor and
non-poor children, and between minority and White
children, has been at the center of education policy
discussions for decades.  Although it narrowed from
2005 to 2009, the achievement gap between White
and Black fourth grade students in Michigan remains
among the largest in the nation.  Furthermore, Michi-
gan institutions of higher learning topped the lists of
both public and private colleges and universities with
the largest White-Black graduation rate gaps:  Wayne
State had the largest gap among public universities
and Lawrence Technological University had the larg-
est gap among private colleges and universities.  Both
the K-12 system and higher education are challenged
to address an achievement gap that, for many chil-
dren, develops prior to school enrollment.

Michigan public schools are required to offer full day
or half day kindergarten for five-year-olds, although
under Michigan law, parents do not have to send
their child to school until the child reaches the age
of six.  For most children, however, kindergarten is
the entry into the formal education system, where
they are exposed to basic academic concepts (num-
bers, letters, shapes, sizes, colors) and learn social
skills (following directions, sharing, communicating),
generally through organized play activities in a class-
room setting.  There is no universally accepted defi-
nition of the specific knowledge and skills that a child
should have on kindergarten entry, but according to
the U.S. Department of Education’s Early Childhood

Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K) data, most children on
entering kindergarten can name all of the letters,
count beyond ten, recognize single digit numbers,
identify simple shapes, identify patterns, and com-
pare the relative length of rod-shaped objects.  The
majority are in good health, are reasonably well be-
haved, and exhibit a positive approach to classroom
tasks.  However, 34 percent cannot identify letters
of the alphabet by name; 18 percent are not famil-
iar with the conventions of print (reading from left
to right and from top to bottom of a page); 42 per-
cent cannot count 20 objects, read some single digit
numbers, and judge relative length of objects; and
six percent cannot count ten objects.

Michigan law entitles a resident child who is at least
five years old on or before December 1 to enroll in
public kindergarten.  Because some parents delay
their child’s entry into kindergarten to allow the child
more time to mature, a kindergarten class may in-
clude children ranging from four to six years old,
which can create a relative disadvantage for the
youngest children.  In addition to the child’s age and
gender, certain family characteristics have been found
to be negatively correlated with children’s skills and
knowledge, as well as health, social development,
and behavior, at kindergarten entry.  The ECLS-K
study found that 46 percent of kindergarteners had
one or more of four risk factors:

• Having a mother who had less than a high school
education (14 percent)

• Living in a family receiving food stamps or cash
welfare (18 percent)

• Living in a single-parent family (23 percent)
• Having parents whose primary language is not

English (9 percent)

Having more risk factors was correlated with poorer
cognitive performance, as well as with poorer heath,
social development, and behavior, though not with
physical growth or gross motor coordination.  Stud-
ies have identified common consequences for those
children who are already far behind when they en-
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ter kindergarten: increased rates of assignment to
special education, grade retention, dropping out of
school, teenage parenthood, welfare, and incarcera-
tion.  These risk factors have particular relevance:
In 2009, 615,494 Michigan children were under five
years old, and 22.2 percent of Michigan families with
children under five had incomes below the poverty
level.  More than half (53.6 percent) of families
headed by a woman, with no husband present, with
children under five years of age, were living in pov-
erty.  Forty-five percent of all births in Michigan are
to single women below the poverty level.

Recent research helps to explain, on a biological
basis, some of the challenges faced by children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.  Developmental neu-
roscience has highlighted a broad variety of hazards
to avoid to ensure healthy brain development.  In
addition to avoiding hazards, the factors that are
necessary to development of healthy young brains
are abundant, safe opportunities to learn and ac-
tive, reciprocal relationships with adults.  These in-
gredients are available in the vast majority of fami-
lies with adequate resources, but unfortunately may
not be available to children in families of extreme
poverty or dysfunction.  The improved understand-
ing of brain development has helped federal and state
policymakers identify the conditions that place young
children at risk and develop programs targeted at
specific at-risk populations.  It has also explained
why early intervention, at a time when young brains
retain a great deal of flexibility, is more cost effec-
tive than later intervention.

Demonstration Projects

Several scientifically controlled projects conducted
in the 1950s and 1960s demonstrated the effective-
ness of high quality early childhood education in
ameliorating the effects of early disadvantages.
These programs were specifically designed to test
the effect of high quality early childhood programs
on at-risk children, they had sound research designs
and were longitudinal (they followed children in treat-
ment and control groups through school and into
adulthood), they measured a number of different
outcomes, and they calculated benefit-cost ratios.
These benefit-cost analyses generally found substan-

tial benefits from high quality early intervention,
which is defined to include better trained caregivers,
smaller child to staff ratios, academic focus, and in-
tensive services.  The reported return on investment
(up to $17 for each dollar invested) has been used
to support the allocation of public funds for pre-K
programs for at-risk preschoolers.

Some studies have concluded that teachers with a
bachelor’s degree and specialized training in early
childhood education and development are more ef-
fective in promoting academic achievement than
those who lack such credentials.  An academic cur-
riculum is crucially important, but it cannot substi-
tute for poor quality teaching.  The size of the class
and teacher-child ratio is important: in high quality
programs there are no more than 20 children in a
classroom and no more than ten children for every
teacher.  Family engagement in a child’s learning
environment has been linked to increased reading
achievement, decreased rates of grade retention and
special education, and higher high school gradua-
tion rates.

Head Start

Head Start, which was established in the Economic
Opportunity Act of 1964 as part of President Lyndon
Johnson’s War on Poverty, is the federal initiative to
address the special needs and boost the school readi-
ness of low income preschool children by replicating
the successful demonstration projects on a large
scale.  Head Start provides comprehensive child de-
velopment services including preschool education;
medical, dental, and mental health care; nutrition
services; and social and other services including
parent involvement services to enrolled children from
ages three through five and to their families.  Head
Start requires all teachers to hold at least a Child
Development Associate Degree (CDA) credential and
at least half of lead teachers to hold an associate
level degree (more than 70 percent of Head Start
teachers do not have a teaching degree).  Language
in the 2007 reauthorization requires that all teach-
ers must have an associate degree in a related field
and half of teachers must have bachelor’s degrees
by 2013, although no funding was provided for this
mandate.
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The final report of the Head Start Impact Study, re-
leased in January, 2010, revealed that the program
had a positive effect on language and literacy devel-
opment at the end of one program year, but cogni-
tive effects faded quickly.  At the end of kindergar-
ten and first grade, the Head Start children (with
the exception of some subgroups) and control group
children were at the same level on essentially all of
the measures used.  While there were no significant
impacts on math skills, pre-writing, children’s pro-
motion, or teacher reports of children’s school ac-
complishments or abilities, children in Head Start
centers were much more likely to receive various
health care services than children in other center-
based care.  Fadeout effects have been attributed to
poor schools and to the paucity of home resources,
leading to questions about the effectiveness of short-
term intervention and the need for continuing en-
richment programs.

The Head Start program demonstrates the problems
of taking lessons learned in demonstration projects
to scale: the effort to serve many more children at
lower cost results in use of less well trained staff
and larger classes and/or caseloads.

In Michigan, Head Start serves about 35,000 chil-
dren each year.

Great Start School Readiness Program

Because federal funding is insufficient to enable Head
Start programs to reach all eligible children, 40 states
and the District of Columbia have established state
funded pre-K programs.  The Michigan School Readi-
ness Program (MSRP) was established in 1985 to
offer preschool to four-year-olds who may be at risk
of school failure, on the basis that children who have
high quality child care and preschool experiences,
including support for health and emotional well-be-
ing, are more successful in later school years, are
less likely to repeat a grade, are more likely to gradu-
ate from high school, attend college, and become
productive citizens.  Starting with the 2008-09 school
year, the name of the program was changed to the
Michigan Great Start School Readiness Program
(GSRP).

GSRP provides part-day or full-day, comprehensive,
free, compensatory pre-K programs and bases eligi-

bility on family income and other criteria designed
to measure need.  The risk criteria are extremely
low or low family income; diagnosed disability or
identified developmental delay; severe or challeng-
ing behavior; primary home language other than
English; parent or guardian with low educational
attainment; abuse or neglect of child or parent; and
environmental risk.

GSRP has a maximum adult to child ratio of one to
eight.  A qualified associate teacher must be added
with the ninth child, and a third adult with the 17th

child in the class.  Lead teachers must have a valid
Michigan teaching certificate with an early childhood
specialist endorsement (ZA), a valid Michigan teach-
ing certificate with a child development associate
credential (CDA), or a bachelor’s degree in child de-
velopment with specialization in preschool teaching.
GSRP paraprofessionals must have CDA, an
associate’s degree in early childhood education or
child development, or the equivalent as approved
by the state board.

Funding is provided from the state school aid fund
for formula based grants to eligible school districts
and from the general fund for competitive grants to
other providers.  In 2010-11, the allocation is $89.4
million for the formula component and $8,875,000
for competitive grant funding.  Any public or private
for-profit or non-profit entity (private child care cen-
ters, Head Start programs, social service agencies,
mental health agencies, ISDs, school districts, and
public school academies that also have a Head Start
program) may apply for a competitive grant.  Ac-
cording to an October 2009 analysis, 20,822 chil-
dren attended GSR programs funded through school
districts and 3,615 children attended programs run
by agencies that received competitive grants.

Generally, the Michigan School Readiness Program,
which has been recognized as “definitely among the
better conceptualized and staffed in the country,”
has been found to produce significant, meaningful
improvements in children’s readiness to enter kin-
dergarten.  Michigan’s state preschool policy require-
ments met seven of the ten quality benchmarks used
by the National Institute for Early Education Research
(NIEER) to evaluate state-funded pre-K.  Michigan
ranked 21st of 38 states on access for four-year-
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olds, 16th on state spending, and 22nd on all reported
spending.

A 2009 analysis by Richard Chase and Paul Anton of
Wilder Research estimated that $1.15 billion was
realized in Michigan in 2009 from cost savings and
revenues that resulted from investments in school
readiness over the past 25 years.  These benefits
include savings from reduced grade repetition and
special education, crime and
criminal justice, welfare spending,
unemployment benefits, and child
care subsidies, and were gener-
ated by current school children
who received early education ser-
vices and by young adults who
have been more successful be-
cause of school readiness.  Ac-
cording to the analysis, there
were about 80,000 adults, age 18
to 29, in the Michigan labor force
who were high school graduates
who would probably have dropped out of school if
not for Michigan’s investment in their school readi-
ness. The estimated economic impact of these adults
is about $1.3 billion annually, including $584 million
in reduced government spending and increased tax
revenues and at least $700 million in additional wages
they have generated.  Using an estimate of 35,000
four-year–old Michigan children who were eligible
but not served by Head Start or GSRP, this study
placed the cost of not investing in school readiness
for all disadvantaged children at $598 million annu-
ally.  The cost of expanding GSRP to all eligible chil-
dren was estimated at $236 million, which is $362
million less than the estimated costs associated with
not expanding the program.

Conclusions

Most children who enter kindergarten without basic
early literacy skills never catch up to their peers,
and children who have not already developed some
basic literacy skills when they enter school are three
to four times more likely to drop out.  A number of
demonstration projects have proven that high qual-
ity, evidence based, early childhood education can
ameliorate some disadvantages, increase lifetime
earnings and decrease dependency on public ser-

vices.  Very high quality, comprehensive early child-
hood education has been shown to have lifelong
benefits for children that persist even 40 years later.

Early childhood programs including Head Start and
Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program are de-
signed to sever the link between childhood poverty
and poor outcomes in lifelong learning, behavior, and
health, by supplementing the role of the family in

early childhood nurturing and
education.  Michigan’s GSRP has
adopted higher standards than
the federal program and appears
to be more effective, though the
very poorest children attend Head
Start.

High quality pre-K programs may
not increase IQ over the long
term, but they do affect motiva-
tion, emotional stability, self con-
trol, and sociability, all of which

are equally important to the choices an individual
makes throughout his or her life.  High quality pre-K
improves the odds that children will become suc-
cessful adults, and reduces the societal costs asso-
ciated with poor school performance, crime and in-
carceration, unemployment and welfare.

Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program serves only
eligible four-year-old children, raising the issue of
whether the program should be expanded to include
a component for three-year-old children, or for those
even younger.  Other issues include the adequacy of
funding; the criteria used to determine eligibility;
whether funding should be restricted to public school
districts; home visits and family engagement; and
integration with K-12 expectations.

Extraordinary budget challenges facing the State of
Michigan have forced policy makers to make diffi-
cult decisions about the best use of limited resources.
At the same time that the state must improve its
economic competitiveness, it must also reduce costs
associated with K-12, corrections, and Medicaid.  High
quality pre-K programs targeted at disadvantaged
three and four-year-olds and high quality, all day
kindergarten may be the best long term investment
in the state’s human capital.

High quality pre-K programs
targeted at disadvantaged
three and four-year-olds
and high quality, all day
kindergarten may be the
best long term investment
in the state’s human capital.
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Recent national efforts to reform public education,
including the charter school movement, No Child Left
Behind, and Race to the Top, have focused atten-
tion and resources on improving academic achieve-
ment and closing the achievement gap.  As part of
efforts to improve the state’s competitiveness, Mich-
igan officials have also implemented programs and

requirements designed to improve educational out-
comes.  It may be, however, that dramatically im-
proving high school core curricula standards, extend-
ing the mandatory school attendance age to 18,
reorganizing failing schools, and other announced
strategies are necessary but insufficient to achieve
that goal.
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Introduction

Part of a Series on Public Education in Michigan

This paper is one in a series of papers that CRC is publishing on important education issues facing
Michigan.  Previous papers described the governance and financing of Michigan’s K-12 system. The goal
of this comprehensive review of education provision is to provide the data and expertise necessary to
inform the education debate in Lansing and around the state.

Expansion of high quality early childhood education
and preschool programs that implement practices
that have been proven to be effective would improve
school success and graduation rates.  These early
education programs focus on the five domains of
school readiness identified by the National Educa-
tion Goals Panel:  physical well-being and motor
development; social and emotional development;
approaches to learning; language usage; and cog-
nitive and general knowledge.  This paper will de-
scribe programs that invest in the “front end” of for-
mal public education:  kindergarten, Head Start, and
Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program.  It will
also describe research on brain development that
helps to explain why investing in early education may
be a more effective strategy than others that are
being pursued.

Given the challenging fiscal conditions in Michigan,
it is important that scarce education resources are
devoted to programs that have been proven to work.
For children most at risk of school failure, high qual-
ity early childhood education has been proven to
increase the probability of success on a number of
metrics.  These interventions succeed not because
they increase IQ, but because they can change atti-
tudes and behaviors.  When disadvantaged children
enter kindergarten ready to learn, taxpayers incur
lower costs for special education, grade repetition,
juvenile and adult crime, welfare, Medicaid, and
unemployment.  When disadvantaged children en-
ter kindergarten ready to learn, they are more likely
to graduate from high school; obtain further educa-
tion; and become productive, tax paying adults.
When disadvantaged children enter kindergarten
ready to learn, the education system, society, and
the economy all benefit.
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For most children, kindergarten is the entry into the
formal education system.  A separate part of ele-
mentary school, kindergarten provides for a transi-
tion from home or preschool to elementary school.
In kindergarten, children are exposed to basic aca-
demic concepts (numbers, letters, shapes, sizes,
colors) and learn social skills (following directions,
sharing, communicating), generally through orga-
nized play activities in a classroom setting.

Nationally, the vast majority of chil-
dren (98 percent) enroll in public,
rather than private, kindergarten,
and three-quarters are enrolled in
full-day kindergarten. About half of
kindergarteners are in a school
with 500 or more students, and
about half of kindergarteners in
public schools attend schools in
which more than 50 percent of the
students were eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch.1

Students

Under Michigan law, parents do not have to send
their child to school until the child reaches the age
of six.  Public schools are required to offer kinder-
garten for five-year-olds, but attendance is not man-
datory.  Districts may offer full-day or half-day kin-
dergarten, and may choose to offer morning or
afternoon sessions, full day sessions, or alternate
full day sessions.

States generally specify a date by which a child should
turn five in order to be eligible for kindergarten, and
Michigan law entitles a resident child who is at least
five years of age on or before December 1 to enroll in
kindergarten [MCL 380.1147]. For the district to be
eligible to count the pupil in membership and receive
state aid, the pupil must meet the age requirement
[MCL 388.1606(4)].  Michigan is one of only five states
that allow children who will not turn five until Decem-
ber or January to enroll in kindergarten.2

On average, a child is five-and-a-half years old when
he or she enters kindergarten, and both genetic en-

dowment and experiences before entering kinder-
garten affect how prepared the child is for that school
experience.  There is no universally accepted defini-
tion of the specific knowledge and skills that a child
should have on kindergarten entry.  Some states
provide readiness testing for age appropriate chil-
dren, although the reliability of these tests has been
questioned.  Cognitive skills and socio-emotional
development are both important (parents tend to

value cognitive development;
teachers tend to value emotional
development).3

Some parents delay their age-eli-
gible child’s entry into kindergar-
ten because they believe that the
child (usually a boy) is not yet suf-
ficiently mature.  In 2008, 17 per-
cent of U.S. children were six or
older when they entered kindergar-
ten.  Parents’ decisions to delay
enrollment has resulted in increas-
ing numbers of classrooms in

which children range in age from four to six.  In
these classrooms, the bigger, older children may well
have an advantage.4  According to research by a
Michigan State University economist, Todd Elder,
“Nearly 1 million children in the United States are
potentially misdiagnosed with attention deficit hy-
peractivity disorder simply because they are the
youngest-and most immature-in their kindergarten
class.  These children are significantly more likely
than their older classmates to be prescribed behav-
ior modifying stimulants such as Ritalin…”  The di-
agnosis of ADHD depends on a child’s behavior rel-
ative to classmates and to the teacher’s perceptions,
and children who are the youngest in a class may
well be less attentive, and less able to sit still for
long periods, than older classmates.5

When a child is qualified by residence and age to
attend kindergarten, the school district is obligated
to accept the child’s enrollment in kindergarten de-
spite any recommendation of school district person-
nel that the child attend an alternative developmen-
tal kindergarten program.6

Kindergarten

Under Michigan law, par-
ents do not have to send
their child to school until the
child reaches the age of six.
Public schools are required
to offer kindergarten for
five-year-olds, but atten-
dance is not mandatory.
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The U.S. Department of Education’s Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99
(ECLS-K) evaluated the knowledge, skills, health, and
behavior of a nationally representative sample of U.S.
children when they entered kindergarten.  Accord-
ing to ECLS-K data, most children on entering kin-
dergarten can name all of the letters, count beyond
ten, recognize single digit numbers, identify simple
shapes, identify patterns, and compare the relative
length of rod-shaped objects.  The majority are in
good health, are reasonable well
behaved, and exhibit a positive
approach to classroom tasks.  How-
ever, 34 percent cannot identify
letters of the alphabet by name;
18 percent are not familiar with the
conventions of print (reading from
left to right and from top to bot-
tom of a page); 42 percent cannot
count 20 objects, read some sin-
gle digit numbers, and judge rela-
tive length of objects; and six per-
cent cannot count ten objects.
Some of these differences are age
related, caused by school districts’ kindergarten cutoff
dates and some parents’ decision to delay their child’s
school entry.7

A study of the four million children born in the U.S.
in 2001 who entered kindergarten in 2006-07 or
2007-08 found that at the time they entered kinder-
garten, 76.1 percent of the children were living in

two-parent households, 76.1 percent were living in
households with income above the poverty level, 18.5
percent were in households where the primary lan-
guage was not English, and 83.2 percent had had a
regular early care and education arrangement.8

Generally, kindergarten girls are slightly ahead of
boys in reading skills, have more positive orienta-
tion to learning activities, and are also better at “car-
ing and sharing” behavior and less prone to prob-
lem behavior.  More boys experience developmental

problems (metrics include speak-
ing clearly, paying attention, and
sitting quietly).9

In addition to the child’s age and
gender, certain family characteris-
tics were found to be negatively
correlated with children’s skills and
knowledge, as well as health, so-
cial development, and behavior, at
kindergarten entry.  The ECLS-K
study found that 46 percent of
kindergarteners had one or more

of four risk factors:

• Having a mother who had less than a high
school education (14 percent)

• Living in a family receiving food stamps or
cash welfare (18 percent)

• Living in a single-parent family (23 percent)
• Having parents whose primary language is not

English (9 percent)

Most children on entering
kindergarten can name all of
the letters, count beyond
ten, recognize single digit
numbers, identify simple
shapes, identify patterns,
and compare the relative
length of rod-shaped objects.
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Having more risk factors was correlated with poorer
cognitive performance, as well as with poorer heath,
social development, and behavior, though not with
physical growth or gross motor coordination.  Risk
factors were found to be more common in large cit-
ies, where 63 percent of first time kindergarteners
had at least one of the noted disadvantages, and
over a quarter had two or more (See Table 1).

Risk factors were also found to be more common
among racial-ethnic minorities: 33 percent of His-
panic kindergarteners and 27 percent of Black
kindergarteners had two or more risk factors.  Only
28 percent of Hispanic and Black kindergarteners
had no risk factors, compared to 71 percent of White
children with no risk factors (See Table 2).

Teachers and Teaching

Kindergarten teachers in public schools must have a
bachelor’s degree or higher and have an elementary
certificate issued by the State of Michigan.  The fed-
eral No Child Left Behind (NCLB) provided criteria
for identifying highly qualified teachers, and states
have adopted their own definitions, which may in-
clude college major, testing, experience and continu-
ing education.  A number of studies designed to
determine the conditions that make teaching effec-
tive have determined that teacher credentials are
only one of many factors.

Project STAR

Harvard economics professor Raj Chetty recently

Table 2
Percentage Distribution of Risk Factors among First Time Kindergarteners,
by Race-Ethnicity, Fall 1998

No Risk One Risk Two or More
Factors Factor Risk Factors

Hispanic 28 38 33
Black 28 44 27
Asian 39 44 17
White 71 23 6

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, ECLS-K, Fall 1998.

Table 1
Percentage Distribution of Risk Factors among First Time Kindergarteners,
by Type of Community, Fall 1998

No Risk One Risk Two or More
Factors Factor Risk Factors

Large Cities 37 37 26
Suburbs of Large Cities 63 26 11
Midsize Cities 51 31 18
Suburbs of Midsize Cities 56 30 13
Small Towns 61 29 10
Rural Areas 53 34 13

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, ECLS-K, Fall 1998.
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attempted to measure teacher quality.  He found
that higher test scores were achieved by children in
smaller K-3 classes and in classes with more experi-
enced teachers, but these test score gains faded by
eighth grade.  The analysis captured the number of
years of experience that teachers had, but was also
able to estimate teacher and class effects through
peer test scores, and found that a child assigned to
a group where peers scored high on tests was more
likely to earn more as an adult, more likely to go to
college and attend a better college,
more likely to be saving for retire-
ment, and more likely to own a
house.  The cost benefit analysis
of teacher quality estimated that
one standard deviation (SD) in-
crease in teacher quality yields net
present value (NPV) earnings gains
of $13,000 per student, or
$260,000 for a class of 20 stu-
dents.  One SD increase in kinder-
garten class quality leads to $1,536
(9.7 percent) increase in wage
earnings at age 27, lifetime earn-
ings gain of $39,000, and total
present value earnings gain for a class of 20 stu-
dents of $784,000.10

In an interview published in The Washington Post,
Professor Chetty explained the long term effect of
better teachers:

One explanation for this fadeout and then re-
emergence of the impact of kindergarten is
through non-cognitive channels...So what that
means is measures like, they ask teachers to
evaluate whether the students are being disrup-
tive in class, whether the students are putting in
a lot of effort, whether they’re motivated and so
on. Now, we find persistent effects of your kin-
dergarten class on these non-cognitive measures.
There’s no fadeout, or very little fadeout on the
non-cognitive stuff.

So one potential explanation of all of the find-
ings together is, a good kindergarten teacher
teaches you the material that you’re tested on in
kindergarten, and so you do well on kindergar-
ten tests. That same good teacher also imparts
non-cognitive skills, like they teach you how to
be a disciplined learner, how to put in a lot of

effort, how to be patient. And those other, non-
cognitive skills aren’t really directly tested in lat-
er cognitive tests, like the kinds of tests that are
administered in fourth grade and eighth grade.
But they get picked up in these non-cognitive
tests in eighth grade, and then it’s quite intuitive
that these non-cognitive skills matter when you’re
an adult. It helps to get a good job and to do
well in general if you’re a disciplined person, if
you’re perseverant and so on.11

The Early Childhood Longi-
tudinal Study, Kindergarten
Class of 1998-99

This national study was sponsored
by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, Institute of Education Scienc-
es, National Center for Education
Statistics, the agency that is pri-
marily responsible for collecting,
analyzing, and reporting data re-
lated to education.  The ECLS-K
gathered data and evaluated the
relationship of kindergarten teach-
ers’ qualifications and instruction-

al practices and student achievement in reading and
mathematics.  Students were tested in both the fall
and spring in order to determine changes in relative
achievement.  Information including years of teach-
ing experience, full or part time employment status,
level of certification, educational attainment, and the
number of courses completed in methods of teach-
ing reading and mathematics, was gathered from
3,305 kindergarten teachers.  (Interpretation of in-
formation on certification is complicated by the dif-
ferent state requirements for certification.)  The study
also analyzed teaching practices, using self-report-
ed information from teachers (although the report
acknowledges that teacher’s perceptions of what they
do may not always correlate well with what they
actually do).

…it was found that several teacher-reported vari-
ables describing instructional practices and or-
ganization were related to test-score gains.
Among those factors that were more organiza-
tional than pedagogical, the results indicate that
spending more time on subject and working with-
in a full day kindergarten structure were associ-
ated with relatively large gains in achievement

A child assigned to a group
where peers scored high on
tests was more likely to
earn more as an adult,
more likely to go to college
and attend a better college,
more likely to be saving for
retirement, and more likely
to own a house.
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compared with spending less time on subject or
working in a part-day kindergarten setting.
Among the instructional practices that teachers
reported on in this study, those that emphasized
reading and writing skills, didactic instruction,
phonics, and reading and writing activities were
positively associated with reading achievement
gains. Instructional emphases on traditional prac-
tices and computation, measurement and ad-
vanced topics, advanced numbers and opera-
tions, and student centered instruction (e.g.,
having students explain how problems were
solved) were positively associated with mathe-
matics achievement gains. The study provided
no evidence of a direct relationship between the
self-reported qualifications of teachers and stu-
dent achievement with the exception of teach-
ers’ employment status. Kindergartners whose
teachers were employed part time made smaller
reading achievement gains than those whose
teachers were employed full time.

The analyses…found evidence that certain teach-
er-reported background variables were positively
associated with the use of various practices that,
in turn, were associated with higher achievement.
In particular, the number of courses teachers re-
ported taking in methods of teaching reading and
mathematics was related to the emphasis placed
on certain instructional approaches. The comple-
tion of coursework in methods of teaching read-
ing was positively associated with the use of phon-
ics instruction, mixed-achievement grouping,
student-centered instruction, and reading and
writing activities. Coursework in methods of teach-
ing mathematics was positively associated with
the use of practices that emphasized numbers and
geometry, advanced numbers and operations, tra-
ditional practices and computation, student-cen-
tered instruction, and mixed-achievement group-
ing. In addition, kindergarten teaching experience
was negatively related to the use of student-cen-
tered instruction in reading and positively related
to the use of mixed-achievement grouping in
mathematics. Teacher certification appeared un-
related to reported instructional practices, with
the exception of a positive association with an
emphasis on measurement and advanced topics
in mathematics.

Most of the effect sizes observed in this study
are small. For example, the effect sizes for the
instructional practice variables that showed sig-
nificant relationships with achievement range

from approximately 0.03 to 0.10. Although small,
they are consistent with those found in other
studies of relationships between instructional
practice and achievement.12

Kindergarten Content

As part of its response to the federal No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001, Michigan implemented K-8 grade
level content expectations in 2004.  These content
expectations included English, math, science, social
studies, health, and physical education.  The expec-
tations for kindergarten are included in an appendix
to demonstrate the focus on academics, and to clar-
ify why some children from disadvantaged homes may
not be prepared to be successful in kindergarten:

On June 15, 2010, the Michigan Department of Ed-
ucation adopted common core standards in English
and math that were developed in an initiative coor-
dinated by the National Governors Association Cen-
ter for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State
School Officers, involving the governors and state
commissioners of education from 48 states (Alaska
and Texas did not participate), the District of Co-
lumbia, and two territories.  Criteria for these stan-
dards include the following:

• Aligned with expectations for college and career
success.

• Clear, so that educators and parents know what
they need to do to help students learn.

• Consistent across all states, so that students are
not taught to a lower standard just because of
where they live.

• Include both content and the application of
knowledge through higher order skills.

• Build upon strengths and lessons of current state
standards and standards of top-performing na-
tions.

• Realistic, for effective use in the classroom.
• Informed by other top performing nations, so

that all students are prepared to succeed in our
global economy and society.

• Evidence and research-based.13

The Michigan Department of Education, ISDs, and
other partners will provide training for teachers in



EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

C i t i z e n s  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l  o f  M i c h i g a n 7

fall of 2010, instruction related to the new standards
will begin in fall of 2012, and students will be as-
sessed on the standards beginning in 2014.14

Effectiveness

The previously mentioned ECLS-K study found that
more time was spent on academic
instruction in full day classes, and
that children in full day classes
learned more reading and mathe-
matics.  Children in classes with
more than 25 students made less
progress than students in classes
with 18 to 24 students.  For White
children, the presence of a class-
room aid made no difference in
reading progress, but Black chil-
dren in classes with an aide made
more progress than Black children
in classes with no aide.

The Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study, Birth Cohort  This study,
which was also sponsored by the National Center
for Education Statistics, was designed to provide
comprehensive data on early childhood development.
It found that “children who participated in regular
early care and education arrangements the year pri-
or to kindergarten scored higher on the reading and

mathematics assessments than children who had no
regular experience in early care and education the
year prior to entering kindergarten.”15

Of course, in the ideal world, every child would en-
ter kindergarten with the knowledge and skills nec-
essary for success, and every kindergarten class

would be small and would have a
talented and effective teacher.
Unfortunately, not all kindergarten
classes have effective teachers and
low teacher-student ratios, and
some children, and disproportion-
ately children from troubled
homes, are already far behind
when they enter kindergarten as
five-year-olds.  Studies have iden-
tified some of the characteristics
of these disadvantaged children:
they are poor; their mothers did
not graduate from high school;
their mothers were teenaged when
their children were born; there is

a family history of child abuse or neglect; a parent is
incarcerated or has an addiction problem.  Studies
have also identified consequences of these disad-
vantageous factors, including increased rates of as-
signment to special education, grade retention, drop-
ping out of school, teenage parenthood, welfare, and
incarceration.

Unfortunately, not all kin-
dergarten classes have ef-
fective teachers and low
teacher-student ratios, and
some children, and dispro-
portionately children from
troubled homes, are al-
ready far behind when they
enter kindergarten as five-
year-olds.
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Brain Development

Recent research helps to explain, on a biological
basis, some of the challenges faced by children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.

The child’s brain develops basic circuits first, and
then develops more complex circuits that are built
on the previously constructed, more basic, circuits.
“Brain architecture” is the term employed to describe
this increasingly complex hierarchy of neural circuits,
which creates a framework for the
development of increasingly com-
plex behaviors and skills.16

Healthy brain development re-
quires initial overproduction of
neural connections, followed by
the elimination of those that ex-
perience indicates are not needed
(including experiences of chronic,
overwhelming stress):

The process of synaptogenesis
involves two phases.  The first is
“blooming.”  Under genetic con-
trol, an initial overproduction oc-
curs of synapses distributed
across broad regions of the brain.
Blooming varies in timing by brain
area but, by the end of the child’s first year, the
young brain is a very dense organ.  The second
phase is “pruning.” In this phase, a progressive
retraction of synapses occurs based partly on
experience, which helps determine which syn-
aptic connections are activated and reactivated.
Multiple activations help to strengthen and con-
solidate synaptic connections, while the synapses
that are activated less frequently are more likely
to be eliminated or reabsorbed…

With increasing age, therefore, the brain becomes
organized and functionally adapted to exercise
particular skills and, as a consequence, much of
its earlier potential is lost…

The potential efficacy of early interventions is
increased by the greater plasticity of the young
brain to adapt positively to such interventions.
By contrast, it may be more difficult to remedy

problems after they have developed, as the
brain’s functional organization has been organized
around early deficiencies.17

Further, according to Dr. Thompson,

Developmental neuroscience has highlighted a
broad variety of hazards to avoid to ensure
healthy brain development.  Many of these are
associated with poverty, and most are
preventable…these hazards include malnutrition
of the mother during prenatal growth and of the

child during the early years, inad-
equate health care, and exposure
to dangerous chemicals, viruses,
environmental toxins, and chron-
ic stress during the prenatal and
early childhood years.  Prenatal
alcohol exposure, early sensory
deficits that remain untreated
(such as strabismic amblyopia,
commonly known as “lazy eye”),
and extreme neglect or abuse also
constitute hazards to healthy brain
development.18

In addition to avoiding such haz-
ards, the factors that are necessary
to development of healthy young
brains are abundant, safe oppor-
tunities to learn and active, recip-
rocal relationships with adults.

These ingredients are available in the vast majority
of families with adequate resources, but unfortunate-
ly may not be available to children in families of ex-
treme poverty or dysfunction.  These ingredients are
also crucially related to the effects of stress on brain
development.

Stress

While the long-term effects of toxic exposure to lead,
mercury, and organophosphate insecticides; prena-
tal infections including rubella, toxoplasmosis, and
cytomegalovirus; poor nutrition; prenatal exposure
to some legal and illegal drugs; and other prenatal
or postnatal physical impacts on the child are well
known, the effects of stress have only relatively re-
cently begun to be understood.  The National Scien-
tific Council on the Developing Child (NSCDC) has

Brain Development, Poverty, and the Achievement Gap

The potential efficacy of
early interventions is in-
creased by the greater plas-
ticity of the young brain to
adapt positively to such in-
terventions.  By contrast, it
may be more difficult to
remedy problems after they
have developed, as the
brain’s functional organiza-
tion has been organized
around early deficiencies.
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defined three categories of stress in order to de-
scribe the biological effects of adversity:  positive
stress, tolerable stress, and toxic stress.

Positive stress is part of normal, healthy experience
and, with supportive relationships with adults, al-
lows the child to adapt and deal with normal but
frustrating experiences such as being told “no.”  Ex-
amples of positive stress are adjusting to a new child
care situation, learning to share, or getting a shot at
the doctor’s office.  The physical effects of positive
stress on the child’s body are short term, and may
include moderate increases in heart rate, blood pres-
sure, serum glucose, and circulat-
ing levels of stress hormones (cor-
tisol and interlukin-6).

Tolerable stress is more serious and
can be damaging, but children are
able to cope with this level of stress
with the help of supportive relation-
ships.  Examples of tolerable stress
may be the death or serious illness
of a loved one, parental divorce, a
serious illness or injury, a natural
disaster or terrorist attack,
homelessness, or community vio-
lence.  The key factor in making
such stress tolerable, according to
the NSCDC, is the support given to
the child by one or more invested adults to help the
child cope with the threat.  This allows the child’s
physical stress response to return to normal, and
prevents permanent damage.

Toxic stress is the most serious category of stress
and is characterized by strong and frequent activa-
tion of the stress response system and the lack of
effective, nurturing relationships that allow adapta-
tion and recovery.19

The third and most threatening kind of stress
experience, called toxic stress, is associated
with strong and prolonged activation of the body’s
stress response systems in the absence of the
buffering protection of adult support. Stressors
include recurrent child abuse or neglect, severe
maternal depression, parental substance abuse,
or family violence. Under such circumstances,
persistent elevations of stress hormones and al-
tered levels of key brain chemicals produce an

internal physiological state that disrupts the ar-
chitecture and chemistry of the developing brain.
Although individuals differ in their physiological
responsiveness and adaptive capacities, these
bodily reactions can lead to difficulties in learn-
ing and memory, as well as health-damaging
behaviors and later adult lifestyles that under-
mine well-being over time.  Continuous activa-
tion of the stress response system also can pro-
duce disruptions of the immune system and
metabolic regulatory functions.  In fact, science
has shown that toxic stress in early childhood
can result in a lifetime of greater susceptibility
to physical illnesses (such as cardiovascular dis-

ease, hypertension, obesity, dia-
betes, and stroke) as well as
mental health problems (such as
depression, anxiety disorders,
and substance abuse).20

An improved understanding of
brain development has helped fed-
eral and state policymakers iden-
tify the conditions that place young
children at risk and develop pro-
grams targeted at specific at-risk
populations.  While brains retain
a great deal of flexibility, early in-
tervention is more cost effective
than later intervention.  “Moreover,
neurobiology tells us that the lat-
er we wait to invest in children who

are at greatest risk, the more difficult the achieve-
ment of optimal outcomes is likely to be, particularly
for those who experience the early biological dis-
ruptions of toxic stress.”21  However, according to a
survey of Michigan kindergarten teachers and in spite
of federal and state programs that provide services
to select categories of children on a voluntary basis,
one in three children enter kindergarten with previ-
ously unidentified health, socio-emotional, develop-
mental, or learning problems.22

Poverty

Poverty is one of the factors that can affect brain
development: it may be the most pervasive, it is
hard to hide, and it is susceptible to measurement.
All three of the key factors in brain development
(learning resources, the child’s relationships, and
stress) can be affected by poverty.

Poverty is one of the fac-
tors that can affect brain
development: it may be the
most pervasive, it is hard to
hide, and it is susceptible
to measurement.  All three
of the key factors in brain
development (learning re-
sources, the child’s relation-
ships, and stress) can be af-
fected by poverty.
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The child poverty rate in the United States has var-
ied between 15 and 23 percent over the past 40
years.  Nationwide, 37 percent of children live in
poverty at some point in their childhood.  Eight per-
cent of White children and 40 percent of Black chil-
dren are poor at birth.  Being poor at birth is a strong
predictor of future poverty status: 31 percent of
White children and 69 percent of Black children who
are poor at birth go on the spend at least half of
their childhoods living in poverty.  Black children are
about 2.5 times more likely than
White children to ever be poor, and
about seven times more likely to
be persistently poor.

In 2009, 615,494 Michigan children
were under five years old, and 22.2
percent of families with related
children under five had incomes
below the poverty level.  More than
half (53.6 percent) of families
headed by a woman, with no hus-
band present, with related children
under five years of age, were liv-
ing in poverty.23  Forty-five percent
of all births in Michigan are to sin-
gle women below the poverty level.24

As of May, 2010, there were 436,210 children up to
and including age six receiving benefits from the
Family Independence Program, Food Assistance Pro-
gram, State Disability Program, Child Development
and Care, and Medicaid programs administered
through the Michigan Department of Human Servic-
es (See Table 3).

Studies have found that family income has consis-
tently larger associations with measures of children’s
cognitive ability and achievement than with mea-
sures of behavior, mental health, and physical health.
Additionally, family economic conditions in early child-
hood appear to be more important for shaping abil-
ity and achievement than family economic condi-
tions during adolescence, and the association
between income and achievement appear to have
the biggest impacts at the lowest levels of income.25

According to an analysis by Greg
Duncan of the University of Cali-
fornia Irvine,

(Data) shows striking differenc-
es in adult outcomes depending
on whether childhood income pri-
or to age 6 was below, close to,
or well above the poverty line.
Compared with children whose
families had incomes of at least
twice the poverty line during their
early childhood, poor children
complete 2 fewer years of school-
ing, work 451 fewer hours per
year, earn less than half as much,
received $826 per year more in

food stamps as adults, and are more than twice
as likely to report poor overall health or high lev-
els of psychological distress. Further, poor chil-
dren have BMIs that are 4 points higher than
those well above the poverty line, and are al-
most 50% more likely to be overweight as adults.
Poor males are twice as likely to be arrested and
for females, poverty is associated with a $200
annual increase in cash assistance, and a sixfold

increase in the likelihood of bearing a
child out of wedlock prior to age 21.

(Data) reports the weighted descriptive
statistics of the childhood period income
measures and control variables for the
total sample, as well as by poverty sta-
tus in early childhood. Not surprisingly,
children with average annual incomes
below poverty in the earliest period have
lower average income in all three peri-
ods compared with the other two groups.
Additionally, the poorest children are less
likely to be White and born into an in-
tact family, and more likely to be born in
the South, have younger mothers, more

More than half (53.6 per-
cent) of families headed by
a woman, with no husband
present, with related chil-
dren under five years of
age, were living in poverty.
Forty-five percent of all
births in Michigan are to
single women below the
poverty level.

Table 3
Michigan Children Age 0 to 6 Receiving Welfare, 2010

Age Number
Under 1 Year 71,414
Age 1 63,602
Age 2 63,490
Age 3 62,495
Age 4 59,603
Age 5 58,259
Age 6 57,347

Source:  Michigan Department of Human Services.
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siblings, household heads with lower test scores
and educational attainment, homes rated as dirt-
ier by interviewers, lower parental expectations,
and household heads who report less preference
for challenge versus affiliation, less personal con-
trol, and less risk avoidance compared with their
higher income counterparts.26

Children who are born into poverty and spend mul-
tiple years living in poverty are more likely to be
poor as adults and more likely to drop out of high
school.  In some cases, there are significant differ-
ences in the effects of childhood poverty by race.
Black children born into poverty are significantly more
likely to be poor adults.  White girls born into pover-
ty are significantly more likely to become unmarried
teenage mothers.  (See Table 4.)

The Achievement Gap

The educational achievement gap between poor and
non-poor children, and between minority and White
children, has been at the center of education policy
discussions for decades.  The 1954 Brown v. Board
of Education desegregation decision, the 1965 pas-
sage of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA focused on the inequality of school re-
sources), and the 1964 Civil Rights Act were land-
mark efforts to address disparities.  No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) required universal testing and disag-
gregating test scores in order to better identify and
address disparities.

The National Assessment of Educational Progress’
(NAEP) annual “report card” describes national and
state educational progress and measures the achieve-

Table 4
Adult Outcomes by Poverty Status at Birth and by Race

   Adult  Not Poor   Poor
Outcomes   At Birth At Birth Difference
Poor 50% or more of years (age 25-30)

   All  4%      21%     18%
   White 2    6    3
   Black 17   41  24
No High School Diploma
   All 7   22  15
   White 6  24  18
   Black 11  20    8
Teen Nonmarital Birth (Females Only)
   All 10   31  20
   White 6   18  12
   Black      40   38   -2
Consistently Employed
   Men
     All 72   76 4
     White  73   88  15
     Black   69   36 -33
   Women
     All 55   42 -13
     White  54   46   -8
     Black   54   40 -14

Source:  Caroline Ratcliffe and Signe-Mary McKernan, The Urban Institute, Childhood Poverty
Persistence: Facts and Consequences, June 2010.
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ment gap between students on various criteria on a
500-point scale.  Major reductions in the achievement
gap measured by NAEP occurred in the 1970s and
1980s; reductions also occurred from 1994 through
2004.  From 1990 until 1994, and since 2004, the
achievement gap has remained relatively stable.

Categories that are used to capture test results re-
flect the attributes that experts believe to be impor-
tant.  One of those categories, gender, is a very mi-
nor factor in academic success, but by fourth grade,
boys are doing slightly better at math and girls are
doing better at reading (See Tables 5 and 6).

Table 5
NAEP Fourth Grade Math Scores

National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Gender
   All Students 237 239 238 236
   Male 238 240 240 238
   Female 236 238 236 235
   Male-Female Difference  2 2 4 3

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various.

Table 6
NAEP Fourth Grade Reading Scores

 National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Gender
   All Students     217   220      218 218
   Male   214   216      216 214
   Female     220   223 221 222
   Male-Female Difference  -6     -7    -5   -8

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various.
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There is a very strong correlation between parents’
educational attainment and young children’s perfor-
mance on measures of cognitive knowledge and
skills.  Children of parents who have not graduated
from high school start far behind those whose par-
ents have more education (See Table 7).

In 2006 in Michigan, 17.2 percent of births were to
mothers with less than 12 years of education.27  In
2008, ten percent of all Michigan children lived in

households where the head of household was not a
high school graduate.28  Nationally, one-third of Black
children had a parent who had a high school diplo-
ma, 24 percent had a parent with some college ex-
perience, and less than 15 percent had a parent with
a bachelor’s degree.29

Poverty is a major factor:  differences in proficiency
in cognitive skills between children born into pover-

Table 7
Percent of Children Demonstrating Proficiency in Cognitive Skills,
by Parents’ Educational Attainment, 2005-06

At 9 Months Old
Early

Explores Explores  Jabbers Problem  Names
Objects Purposefully Expressively  Solving  Objects

Less than High School 98.4% 80.1% 26.0% 2.8% 0.5%
H.S. Diploma or Equivalent 98.4 82.6 29.2 3.6 0.7
Some College 98.7 84.4 30.8 3.9 0.7
Bachelor’s Degree  98.8 83.9 30.2 3.8 0.7
Any Graduate Education  98.8 84.1  30.5 3.9 0.7

At 2 Years Old
Matching

Receptive Expressive Listening Discrimin- Early
Vocabulary Vocabulary Comprehension ation Counting

Less than High School 76.5% 50.4% 25.4%  21.5% 1.2%
H.S. Diploma or Equivalent 81.9 58.8 32.0  27.4 2.5
Some College 84.5 64.1 36.7  31.8 3.6
Bachelor’s Degree 88.5 71.0 42.5  37.4 5.3
Any Graduate Education 90.4 74.7 46.5 41.4 7.1

At 4 Years Old
Comparative Scores Percent Proficient

Numbers
Receptive Expressive  Overall Overall Letter and

Vocabulary Vocabulary Literacy Math Recognition Shapes
Less than High School 7.1 1.9 8.9 17.9 16.0% 39.5%
H.S. Diploma or Equivalent 7.9 2.3 10.6  19.9 22.8 50.5
Some College 8.6  2.5 12.4  22.4 29.8 64.5
Bachelor’s Degree 9.2  2.7 15.4  25.5 41.6 81.0
Any Graduate Education 9.7  2.7 18.1  27.4  51.9 86.0

Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Participation in Education, Preprimary Education,
Tables A-3-1, A-3-2, and A-3-3
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ty and children at or above poverty appear early and
are persistent (See Table 8).

The 2009, 23.2 percent of children under the age of
five were in families whose income was below the
poverty level, and in Michigan, 26.9 percent of chil-
dren under five were in families whose income was
below the poverty level.30

Between 2005 and 2009, the achievement gap in
fourth grade math between those whose family in-
come made them eligible for the subsidized lunch
program (a proxy for income) and those who are
not increased in Michigan.  The gap in performance
between poor and non-poor students in Michigan
was above the national average in both years (See
Tables 9 and 10).

Table 8
Percent of Children Demonstrating Proficiency in Cognitive Skills, by Poverty Status, 2005-06

At 9 Months Old
Early

Explores Explores -  Jabbers Problem  Names
Objects Purposefully Expressively  Solving  Objects

In Poverty      98.3% 80.9%     27.1%     3.1%    0.5%
At or Above Poverty 98.7    84.0  30.4  3.8 0.7

At 2 Years Old
Matching

Receptive Expressive Listening Discrimin- Early
Vocabulary Vocabulary Comprehension ation Counting

In Poverty      78.7%     54.6%    29.0%  24.8%   2.1%
At or Above Poverty 86.2  66.7 38.9     34.0      4.4

At 4 Years Old
Comparative Scores Percent Proficient

Numbers
Receptive Expressive  Overall Overall Letter and

Vocabulary Vocabulary Literacy Math Recognition Shapes
In Poverty     7.7  2.1    9.9   18.9 20.1% 44.8%
At or Above Poverty 8.9  2.5   14.2   24.0 36.7  71.8

Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Participation in Education, Preprimary Education,
Tables A-3-1, A-3-2, and A-3-3.

Table 9
NAEP Fourth Grade Math Scores

National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Eligibility for National School Lunch Program
   All Students  237 239  238 236
   Not Eligible  248 250 246 247
   Eligible  225 228 223 222
   Not Eligible- Eligible Difference    22  22   23   25

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various
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According to at least one estimate, the Great Reces-
sion may increase the number of children living in
poverty in the U.S. by an estimated five million.31

Race is also a factor.  In the United States, poverty
rates vary substantially by race and family composi-

tion.  In 2007, one-third of Black children lived in
poverty, compared to one-tenth of White children.
Nearly two-thirds of Black children lived in a single
parent household, and Black children were three
times more likely than White children to live in a
single parent household (See Table 11).32

Table 11
Percent of the U.S Population below the Poverty Threshold, 2008

All Children Under 18 Years
Persons All Families Female Householder*

All Races 13.2%  18.5%    43.5%
White   8.6  10.0  31.7
Asian/Pacific
  Islander    11.8   14.2  25.0
Hispanic      23.2   30.3 51.9
Black    24.7   34.4  51.9

*No husband present

Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics: 2009, Table 21.

Table 10
NAEP Fourth Grade Reading Scores

National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Eligibility for National School Lunch Program
   All Students 217  220 218 218
   Not Eligible 230  232 227 229
   Eligible 203  206 201 204
   Not Eligible- Eligible Difference   27   26   26   24

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various.
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Table 12
Percent of Children Demonstrating Proficiency in Cognitive Skills, by Race/Ethnicity, 2005-06

At 9 Months Old
Early

Explores Explores  Jabbers Problem  Names
Objects Purposefully Expressively  Solving  Objects

White      98.8% 84.0%     30.4%      3.9%    0.7%
Black      98.1    80.4  27.9   3.4 0.6
Hispanic 98.5     82.9  29.0   3.4 0.6
Asian     98.8     83.3  28.2   3.1 0.5
Pacific Islander   98.9     81.8  23.7   2.0 0.3
American Indian/
  Alaska Native   98.4     80.3  27.3    3.4      0.6
More than 1 Race    98.6     82.8  29.5    3.8      0.8

At 2 Years Old
Matching

Receptive Expressive Listening Discrimin- Early
Vocabulary Vocabulary Comprehension ation Counting

White     88.7%    70.8%    42.2%   37.1%   5.2%
Black   79.4 55.7 29.9      25.5      2.2
Hispanic    78.3 53.7  28.2      24.1      1.9
Asian   82.6      62.0  35.4      30.7      3.7
Pacific Islander 78.9      54.2  27.8      23.2      1.1
American Indian/
  Alaska Native 74.9      49.9  25.5      21.7      1.4
More than 1 Race   85.0      64.5  37.0      32.2      3.7

At 4 Years Old
Comparative Scores Percent Proficient

 Numbers
Receptive Expressive  Overall Overall Letter and

Vocabulary Vocabulary Literacy Math Recognition Shapes
White     9.2   2.6   14.2  24.2 36.8% 73.1%
Black      8.0   2.4   12.0  20.6 28.3 54.7
Hispanic 7.4   2.1   10.7   20.1 23.0 51.4
Asian     7.9   2.1   17.5   26.3 49.4 81.2
Pacific Islander   N/A  N/A   N/A    N/A  N/A  N/A
American Indian/
  Alaska Native    7.9  2.1     9.6   17.6 18.8 39.9
More than 1 Race  9.0  2.5   13.9   23.0 35.4 65.4

Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, Participation in Education, Preprimary Education,
Tables A-3-1, A-3-2, and A-3-3

Differences in proficiency in cognitive skills measured
by racial categories appear early and persist (See
Table 12).

At the age of four, on average, children of Asian de-
scent demonstrate superior performance on mea-
sures of cognitive achievement.  Children of Ameri-
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can Indian/Alaska Native descent, on average, have
fallen the furthest behind.  On average, Hispanic and
Black children also lag White and
Asian children.

Although it narrowed from 2005 to
2009, the achievement gap be-
tween White and Black fourth grade
students in Michigan remains
among the largest in the nation
(See Table 13).

In 2005, only Wisconsin had a wider achievement
gap in math between White and Black fourth grad-
ers (37 points compared to 35 in Michigan).  In 2009,
the White-Black difference in fourth grade math was

33 in Illinois and Wisconsin, 32 in Michigan and Ne-
braska, and lower in every other state.  During the

same period, the gap between
White and Hispanic students in
Michigan narrowed from 22
(above the national average) to 16
(well below the national average)
(See Table 14).

In 2005, the largest gap in read-
ing scores between White and

Black fourth graders was 39 points in Minnesota;
Illinois and Michigan tied for second highest with 36
points.  Minnesota tied with Wisconsin for the larg-
est gap in reading scores between White and Black
fourth graders in 2009 (35 points); Illinois was next

Table 13
NAEP Fourth Grade Math Scores

National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Race/Ethnicity from School Records
   All Students  237 239 238  236
   White 246 248 245  243
   Black 220 222 211  212
   Hispanic  225 227 224  227
   White-Black Difference     26  26    35   32
   White-Hispanic Difference      21   21    22   16

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various.

Table 14
NAEP Fourth Grade Reading Scores

National Michigan
2005 2009 2005 2009

Race/Ethnicity from School Records
All Students 217  220      218  218
White 228  229      226  225
Black 199  204      190  194
Hispanic     201  204      208  206
White-Black Difference    29    25  36    31
White-Hispanic Difference      26    25  19   19

Source: NAEP State Comparisons, various.

The achievement gap be-
tween White and Black
fourth grade students in
Michigan remains among
the largest in the nation
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highest with 33 points, and Michigan was fourth high-
est with a 31 point difference in achievement.  In
Michigan, the achievement gap in reading between
White and Hispanic fourth graders was substantially
less than the national average in both years.

A recent analysis of data on math and reading
achievement from the NAEP focused on the academic
progress of Black males (a previous table indicated
little difference in fourth grade math or reading based
on gender, but this study focused on boys).  It found
that on the fourth grade reading assessment, only
12 percent of black male students nationwide (and
only 11 percent of Black males students living in
large central cities) performed at or above proficient
levels, compared with 38 percent of White males.
In eighth grade, only nine percent of Black males
nationwide (and only eight percent of Black males
living in large central cities) performed at or above
the proficient level, compared with 33 percent of
White males.  Math results were similar.  More than
half of Black males scored below basic levels in both
fourth and eighth grade.  The average Black fourth
and eighth grade male who is not poor does no bet-
ter in reading and math than White males who are
poor, and Black males without disabilities do no bet-
ter than White males with disabilities.  Black male
students nationally scored an average of 104 points
lower than White males on ACT college readiness
benchmarks.33

In The Black-White Achievement Gap:  When
Progress Stopped, Barton and Coley searched for
the reasons for the unequal rates of progress in nar-
rowing the achievement gap, and considered family
characteristics, investment in early childhood edu-
cation and nutrition34, more rigorous courses, de-
segregation, class size, minimum competency test-
ing, and No Child Left Behind.  Parent characteristics,
parent education and income, and race/ethnicity

explained part of the gap; desegregation and small-
er class sizes may also have affected the gap.  Chang-
es in Black family structure, neighborhoods, and
culture; ancestral inheritance; generational mobili-
ty; and the effects of concentrated poverty were con-
sidered, and the authors argued for increased sup-
port for families and neighborhoods.35  The report
provides a disquieting analysis of the complexity of
the challenges facing disadvantaged children, and
seeks to explain why some children enter kindergar-
ten so far behind others who were born into better
circumstances.

Parents education, employment, and income define
socioeconomic groups, and those in the lowest so-
cioeconomic group have huge challenges.

“On starting kindergarten, children in the lowest
socioeconomic group have average cognitive
scores that are 60 percent below those of the
most affluent group…Moreover, due to deep-seat-
ed equity issues present in communities and
schools, such early achievement gaps tend to
increase rather than diminish over time.”36

While the achievement gap is generally defined in
terms of income and race, it may be that those mea-
sures are too blunt to effectively identify all of the
children most in need of early intervention.  Factors
including mothers’ educational attainment, age,
marital status, and employment history; family his-
tory; the child’s birth weight, nutritional status, and
developmental maturity; and other issues have been
identified as being indicative of children in need of
special intervention.  It may well be that other fac-
tors, as yet not recognized and captured in metrics,
are also indicative of children in need of special in-
tervention.  The largest number of students retained
in grade and of students who drop out of high school
are middle class.37
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The Achievement Gap and College

In a world where higher education is increasingly
important, early educational experiences have a pro-
found effect on later outcomes.  The average grad-
uation rate for Black students in public four-year
colleges and universities in the U.S. is 16.2 percent-
age points below that of White students (43.3 per-
cent versus 59.5 percent); in pri-
vate colleges and university, the
gap is 18.7 percentage points (54.7
percent versus 73.4 percent).
Michigan institutions of higher
learning topped the lists of both
public and private colleges and
universities with the largest White-
Black graduation rate gaps:  Wayne
State had the largest gap among
public universities and Lawrence
Technological University had the
largest gap among private colleg-
es and universities.

At Wayne State University, a pub-
lic urban commuter university in
Detroit, fewer than one in ten Af-
rican American students graduate
within six years, one-fourth the success rate for
Whites.  The 9.5 percent Black graduation rate and
the 43.5 percent White graduation rate produce a
34.0 percent White-Black gap, the largest gap in any
of the 293 public colleges and universities in the

study.  Three other Michigan public universities were
among the 25 public institutions with the largest
graduation gaps between White and Black students:
Ferris State University (24.3 percentage points);
Saginaw Valley State University (24.3 percentage
points); and Michigan State University (22.6 percent-
age points).  Michigan State and Wayne State are
also among the public universities with the largest

graduation gaps between White
and Hispanic students.38

In 2009, Black men accounted for
five percent of the U.S. college
population and 36 percent of the
nation’s prison population.39

The Policy of Intervention

As previously noted, Michigan par-
ents do not have to send their child
to school until the child reaches the
age of six.  The data indicate that
there is already a significant
achievement gap well before chil-
dren turn six, and that children who
enter school far behind their peers
frequently never catch up (in 2007,

eight percent of Michigan children ages six to 17
had repeated one or more grades since starting kin-
dergarten), and often encounter problems that have
high social and economic costs.

Michigan institutions of
higher learning topped the
lists of both public and pri-
vate colleges and universities
with the largest White-Black
graduation rate gaps:
Wayne State had the largest
gap among public universi-
ties and Lawrence Techno-
logical University had the
largest gap among private
colleges and universities.
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Publicly Funded Pre-Kindergarten for Disadvantaged Children

African American children ages 3 and 4 with IQs
between 70 and 85 at the time they entered the
program.  All of the children lived in the area served
by the Perry Elementary School in Ypsilanti, Michi-
gan.  Their families were struggling: mothers had
an average of 9.7 years of schooling and fathers
had an average of 8.0 years of schooling; 47 per-
cent of families were single-parent households; 40
percent of parents were unemployed; and 49 per-
cent of families were on welfare.

Children were matched based on
IQ scores, socioeconomic status,
and gender, and one student from
each pair was assigned to the con-
trol group and the other to the
“treatment” group, based on a coin
flip.  Children from the same fam-
ily were assigned to the same
group.  The treatment group to-
taled 58 children and the control
group had 65 children, which is a
small sample size.  About 75 per-
cent of children participated for

two years, at ages three and four; the remainder
participated for one year, at age four.  The mean
participation was 1.8 years.

Children in the treatment group participated in two
and one-half hour classes, five mornings a week,
for the 30-week school year (October through May).
The four teacher positions in the program were filled
by ten teachers over the five years of the program.
Teachers were certified in elementary, early child-
hood, or special education, there were 20 to 25 stu-
dents each school year, and the teacher to student
ratio was 1 to 5.7.  Teachers were paid regular school
teacher salaries plus a bonus of ten percent for par-
ticipating in the program.  The program was located
in a public school. The education program used was
the HighScope Curriculum (at that time called the
“cognitively-oriented curriculum”), which was large-
ly developed by the program director and teachers
and emphasized active learning (in active learning,
students engage in activities with educational mate-
rials, rather than listening to lectures).41

Poverty, parents’ educational attainment, family dys-
function, and other factors contribute to an achieve-
ment gap that exists long before children enter the
traditional public education system, and that prevents
many disadvantaged children from being successful.
Several scientifically controlled projects conducted in
the 1950s and 1960s demonstrated the effectiveness
of high quality early childhood education in amelio-
rating the effects of early disadvantages.

Three demonstration projects are widely cited in the
literature: the High/Scope Perry
Preschool Project, the Carolina
Abedecarian Project, and Chicago’s
Child/Parent Centers.  These pro-
grams were specifically designed to
test the effect of high quality early
childhood programs on at-risk chil-
dren, they had sound research de-
signs and were longitudinal (they
followed children in treatment and
control groups through school and
into adulthood), they measured a
number of different outcomes, and
they calculated benefit/cost ratios.40  In general, the
largest effects have been found by the most rigor-
ous studies of small demonstration projects.

One of the important challenges facing researchers
has been identifying appropriate comparison groups.
Studies have compared outcomes of specific pre-
school programs (referred to as “interventions” or
“treatments”) to comparison groups having no pre-
school experience, to comparison groups having a
range of other experiences including care outside
the home, or to comparison groups enrolled in dif-
ferent programs.

The HighScope Perry Preschool Program

The HighScope Perry Preschool Program was con-
ducted from 1962 to 1967.  It involved random as-
signment of students to a preschool program or a
control group and longitudinal follow up of partici-
pants and control group members through age 40.

This landmark demonstration study involved 123

Several scientifically con-
trolled projects conducted
in the 1950s and 1960s
demonstrated the effective-
ness of high quality early
childhood education in
ameliorating the effects of
early disadvantages.
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The role of adults in the Perry Program model is
to observe, guide, support, and help to extend
the children’s activities by arranging and equip-
ping a variety of interest areas within the learn-
ing environment, maintaining a daily routine that
permits children to plan and carry out their own
activities, and joining in with children’s activities
as active participants and helping children to think
about their play.  The curriculum does not teach
predefined lessons, but instead teachers listen
closely to what students plan and then work with
and question them to extend their activities to
developmentally appropriate experiences.42

Teachers conducted one and one-
half hour home visits with moth-
ers one weekday afternoon every
week during the school year, to
involve the mother in the educa-
tional process and help implement
the curriculum at home.  Parents
were given specific advice on how
to monitor their child’s develop-
ment and to provide experiences
that extended learning.

The HighScope Educational Foun-
dation, which designed the pro-
gram, has conducted evaluations of participants from
ages 3 to 12, and at 14, 15, 19, 27, and 40 using
interviews, tests, and review of school and court
records.  The pattern of findings was internally con-
sistent and plausibly related to the preschool pro-
gram.  Those findings include the following:

Participants in the treatment group scored signifi-
cantly higher than control group participants on vo-
cabulary and nonverbal intellectual performance tests
at the end of their first and second preschool years,
and continued to maintain a slight edge.  At age
ten, 17 percent of treatment children had been held
back a grade, compared to 38 percent of children
who had not been enrolled in the program.  Partici-
pants were less likely to be placed in special educa-
tion than those in the control group.

High school grade point averages were significantly
higher for treatment participants (2.08 compared to
1.71) and control group members received nearly

twice as many failing grades.  At age 14, treatment
participants significantly outscored the control group
on California Achievement Tests (California Achieve-
ment Tests are among the most widely used tests of
basic academic skills for children from kindergarten
through grade 12).  Treatment participants gave more
positive responses to questions measuring their at-
titude toward high school.

At age 19, a higher proportion of treatment partici-
pants were working (50 percent versus 32 percent);
they were twice as likely to be economically self-
sufficient and half as likely to be on welfare.  At age

19, participants had 47 property or
violence arrests; the control group
had 74.  Participants were half as
likely to have been arrested for a
non-minor offense, to have caused
someone an injury requiring med-
ical attention, or to have been in
trouble with the police.

By age 27, treatment participants
had higher educational attainment
(11.9 years compared to 11.0
years) and higher high school grad-
uation or GED attainment (71 per-

cent compared to 54 percent).  Females in the treat-
ment group had significantly higher educational
attainment (12.5 years compared to 10.5 years) and
high school graduation or equivalent (84 percent
compared to 35 percent).  At age 27, participants
had higher average monthly earnings ($1,020 ver-
sus $700); three times as many owned their own
homes (36 percent versus 13 percent); twice as many
owned a second car (30 percent versus 13 percent);
59 percent of participants had ever received welfare
or other social assistance, versus 80 percent of those
in the control group.  At age 27, 40 percent of par-
ticipant women were married, compared to eight
percent of control group women; 57 percent of par-
ticipant women were single parents compared to 83
percent of women who had been in the control group.
At age 27, participants had a significantly lower num-
ber of arrests (average of 2.3 versus 4.6); seven
percent of participants had been arrested five times
or move, versus 35 percent of the control group.

At age 19, a higher propor-
tion of treatment partici-
pants were working (50
percent versus 32 percent);
they were twice as likely to
be economically self-suffi-
cient and half as likely to
be on welfare.
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At age 40, participants had higher average monthly
earnings ($1,856 versus $1,308) and were more like-
ly to be insured.  At age 40, 36 percent of partici-
pants, and 55 percent of the control group, had been
arrested more than five times.

The early education did not make students smarter
over the long term, but it did increase motivation
and achievement, which led to more productive lives
and significant savings to taxpayers.  According to
estimates, and in 2000 adjusted dollars, the cost of
the program was $15,166 per child, and the return
to society was $244,812 per child.

The Chicago Child-Parent
Center Preschool Program

In 1967, Chicago Public Schools
initiated the Child-Parent Center
(CPC) Program, a center-based
early intervention program that
provides comprehensive educa-
tional and family support services
to economically disadvantaged
children from preschool to third
grade.  The program was devel-
oped by the Chicago school super-
intendent, Lorraine Sullivan, to
improve disadvantaged children’s success in school
and to increase their parents’ involvement in the
children’s lives in school.  It is based on the idea
that the foundation for success in school is enhanced
by a stable and enriched learning environment and
by the active participation of parents in their chil-
dren’s education.

Federal funding for the program was initially provid-
ed under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1965, which reflected the “war on
poverty” goal that every child should enter school
ready to learn.  Title I provides funds to public schools
that serve low income students, and the children
were from the highest poverty neighborhoods in
Chicago.  After 1977, the program was funded by
the federal and state governments.

Participating children were 94 percent African Amer-
ican and six percent Latino.  They attended the pro-
gram for a half day, five days a week, during the

school year. The preschool program had a certified
teacher and an assistant in each classroom; the mean
class size was 17 children.  Parent volunteers also
assisted in classrooms.  All teachers had bachelor’s
degrees and were certified as early childhood teach-
ers.  The program was part of the public school sys-
tem, and teachers earned regular public school teach-
er salaries.

Classroom teachers worked with a lead teacher, who
also worked with the principal of the school where
that center was located, to develop curricula.  Fre-
quent meetings among teachers allowed them to
evaluate results and plan improvements.

Each center also had a teacher who was responsible
for the parent outreach program
and who staffed a parent resource
room, as well as community-school
representatives (often parents of
children who had been through the
program).  The goal of this part of
the program was to get parents
involved in the center, including
volunteering in the classroom, go-
ing on field trips, and participating
in parenting workshops.  Although
the community school representa-

tives did conduct home visits, the goal was to get
parents actively engaged in the center.

Children entered the center program as three-year-
olds and stayed until they entered kindergarten, with
a mean participation of 1.6 years.  Centers were
located in public elementary schools or adjacent to
public elementary schools, and when they complet-
ed the program, the children transitioned to linked
K-3 programs in the same or a nearby building.  This
proximity, and the fact that the center program was
part of the public school system, allowed for joint
planning and communication between the center and
the early elementary program.43

Originally implemented at four sites, and at one time
expanded to 25 schools, the program now operates
at 13 sites in central Chicago and serves economi-
cally disadvantaged children aged three to five in
half-day or full-day pre-kindergarten.

The early education did not
make students smarter over
the long term, but it did in-
crease motivation and
achievement, which led to
more productive lives and sig-
nificant savings to taxpayers.
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The federally funded Chicago Longitudinal Study
began in 1986, 19 years after the Child-Parent Cen-
ter Program was implemented.  The study exam-
ined the effects of program the for 1,150 high risk
children who were born in 1980 and who received
services from the CPCs from
1983 through 1985.  The study
also included another 389 chil-
dren who were born in 1980
and who participated in an al-
ternative all-day kindergarten
program in one of five Chica-
go public schools serving low
income children (although
these schools served neighbor-
hoods with less concentrated
poverty than the CPC schools).
The comparison group children
received all the other kinds of
interventions that were avail-
able in inner city Chicago, in-
cluding Head Start.

The goals of the study were to track the effects of
the program on school performance over time, to
evaluate the effects of the program on child and
youth development, and to investigate the effects
on educational and social development.  Children
were tested at the start of kindergarten using the
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills: CPC children tested at the
47th percentile (near the national average), while
comparison group children tested at the 28th per-
centile.  CPC parents remained more involved through
elementary school.  Scholastic effects persisted
through age 15, with children less likely to be re-
tained or placed in special education from the first
through eighth grades.  “Participation in the Child-
Parent Center Program for different lengths of
time…has been found to be significantly associated
with higher levels of school achievement into ado-
lescence, with higher levels of consumer skills, with
enhanced parent involvement in children’s educa-
tion, and with lower rates of grade retention and
special education, lower rates of early school drop-
out, and with lower rates of delinquent behavior.”44

The Abecedarian Project

This scientifically controlled study of the effects of
high quality early childhood education for poor chil-
dren in Chapel Hill, North Carolina  was conducted

on four groups of high risk chil-
dren between 1972 and 1977.
The risk index that was used
for selection into the program
included the following factors:

•Family income below 50 per-
cent of poverty
•Low maternal and paternal
educational attainment
•Low maternal IQ
•Single parent family
•No close maternal relatives in
the community
•Mentally retarded older sib-
lings; older siblings with poor
school performance

• Public assistance (welfare and/or public hous-
ing) recipient

• Family contact with mental health agencies for
reasons including child abuse or neglect

• Parental mental health problems
• Parental unemployment

The 111 infants who were selected were randomly
assigned to an intervention (treatment) group (57
infants) or to a control group (54 infants).  All of the
children were born into poverty to mothers who had
not graduated from high school, 98 percent were
African-American, and only 25 percent of the infants
were living with both parents at the time of their
birth.

Infants entered the program at an average age of
4.4 months and those assigned to the intervention
group received high quality, developmentally appro-
priate child care for six to eight hours a day, five
days a week, 50 weeks per year, for five years, until

“Participation in the Child-Parent
Center Program... has been found
to be significantly associated with
higher levels of school achievement
into adolescence, with higher lev-
els of consumer skills, with en-
hanced parent involvement in
children’s education, and with lower
rates of grade retention and spe-
cial education, lower rates of early
school dropout, and with lower
rates of delinquent behavior.”
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they entered kindergarten.  These children received
nutritional supplements and disposable diapers, pe-
diatric care and supportive social services.  Infants
assigned to the control group also received nutri-
tional supplements, pediatric care, and social ser-
vices to ensure that these factors did not affect out-
comes.  Some of the children in the control group
did use other child care and preschool resources
available in the community.

The treatment program took place
at the University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill.  For the infants as-
signed to intervention, the
caregiver to infant ratio was 1 to 3
(two teachers with six infants).  For
the second year, the ratio was 1 to
4 (two teachers with eight tod-
dlers).  In the third year, ten chil-
dren were assigned to two teach-
ers, and in the fourth year, 14
preschoolers were assigned to two
teachers.  Activities targeted by
teachers included cognitive and fine
motor skills, social and self-help
skills, language, and gross motor
skills, and were individualized for
infants and children based on readi-
ness.  Planned curriculum was in-
tegrated into play and exploration, with teaching and
learning occurring throughout the day.  When the
child reached age three, the child care center be-
came a high quality preschool program with more
structured educational curricula.

Teachers received salaries comparable to public
school teachers’ salaries (on a 12 month, rather than
a nine month, scale) and most of the teachers had
college degrees.  Teachers were actively supervised,
met weekly, and engaged in ongoing observing, as-
sessing, and planning.

Children in the Abecedarian Project lived in an afflu-
ent community that had a very small underprivileged
population and that had many community resourc-
es and services.  Furthermore, these children en-
tered one of the two best public school systems in
North Carolina.45

At the time children entered kindergarten, children
in both the treatment group and the control group
were randomly assigned to a support program (the
Home School Resource Program) or to no support
program for the period through second grade.  The
Abecedarian K-2 program assigned a resource teach-
er to each child and family.  Resource teachers, who
had masters or PhD degrees and at least five years
of experience, had caseloads of 12 families.  Re-
source teachers prepared individualized sets of read-

ing and math home activities,
taught parents how to use the
activities, tutored the children, met
with classroom teachers to coor-
dinate educational efforts, and
served as advocates for the child
and family.  Resource teachers
made about 15 home visits and
17 school visits annually per child.
They also provided a variety of
summertime support, including
visits to the library, tutoring, sum-
mer activity packets, and help in
arranging summer camp experi-
ences.

Progress in the areas of cognitive
functioning, academic skills, edu-
cational attainment, employment,

parenthood, and social adjustment were monitored
at ages 3,4,5,6.5,8,12,15, and 21.  At age three,
treatment group children had significantly higher IQ
scores; those whose mothers have low IQ scores
benefited the most.  IQ scores and reading and math
tests revealed the most effective program combined
early plus and continuing intervention, followed by
early intervention, followed by late intervention. (The
benefits of K-2 intervention disappeared by age 15).
Children in the control group who were not in the K-
2 program scored the lowest.  At age eight, the chil-
dren who had no intervention and no K-2 program
scored at the 11th percentile, while the children who
had both intervention and K-2 scored in the mid to
high 40s, near the national average.  Treatment group
children had significantly higher reading and math
scores at ages eight through 21.  At age 15, 31.2
percent of treatment group and 54.5 percent of con-
trol group students had been retained in a grade,

These researchers projected
that children in high-quality
programs would earn about
$143,000 more over their
lifetimes than children who
did not receive that care,
and that school districts
could expect to save more
than $11,000 per child be-
cause participants were less
likely to require special or re-
medial education.
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and 24.5 percent of the treatment group had been
placed in special education, compared to 47.7 per-
cent of the control group.

Of the 111 original participants, 104 were followed
up at age 21.  At that age, compared to the con-
trol group, students enrolled in the preschool pro-
gram had an increase of 1.8 grade levels in read-
ing achievement and 1.3 grade levels in math; had
completed a half year more edu-
cation; were twice as likely to be
enrolled in school (42 percent
versus 20 percent); were more
than twice as likely to be attend-
ing a four-year college (35 per-
cent versus 14 percent); were
much more likely to have a skilled
job (47 percent versus 27 per-
cent); were much less likely to
have been teenage parents (26
percent versus 45 percent); and were less likely
to engage in criminal activity.46

Researchers at the National Institute of Early Child-
hood Education Research determined that the ben-
efits of the program outweighed the costs by a ratio
of four to one.  These researchers projected that
children in high-quality programs would earn about
$143,000 more over their lifetimes than children who
did not receive that care, and that school districts
could expect to save more than $11,000 per child
because participants were less likely to require spe-
cial or remedial education.  Participants were less
likely to smoke, resulting in health benefits, and less
likely to use marijuana (18 percent versus 39 per-

cent, self-reported).

Benefits were mutigenerational: the mothers of par-
ticipants, participants, and the children of partici-
pants were more likely to have higher earnings. When
children were four-and-a-half years old, it was found
that teenage mothers of those participants in pre-
school were more likely to have graduated from high
school, received post-secondary education, and be

self-supporting, and less likely to
have had subsequent children.

According to a benefit-cost analy-
sis, the average annual cost of the
Abecedarian Program is $13,900,
higher than either the average
annual cost of the Perry Preschool
Project ($9,200) or Head Start
($7,000).  According to this study,
the total cost of providing the

Abecedarian program to the estimated 3.8 million
poor children who were less than five years old would
have been about $53 billion. This was compared to
2001 federal government expenditures on early child-
hood care and education of $16 billion, state and
local government expenditures of $9 billion, and di-
rect expenditures by families of $30 billion.

The analysis considered future education, income,
welfare costs, health, maternal benefits, and found
that if all these factors are taken into consideration,
the internal rate of return for the Abecedarian inter-
vention is slightly more than seven percent.47

Benefits were multigenera-
tional: the mothers of par-
ticipants, participants, and
the children of participants
were more likely to have
higher earnings.
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Benefit-Cost Analyses

Because the demonstration programs were so well
documented, they have served as the basis of a large
number of benefit-cost analyses that estimate their
economic impact.  However, different benefit-cost
studies have taken different approaches, considered
different factors, made different assumptions, used
different time periods, and arrived at different ben-
efit amounts.  Table 15 came from the National
Institute for Early Education Research.

Researchers at the University of Minnesota took a
different approach and arrived at similar benefit-cost
estimates (See Table 16).

Another study, published in 2007, found a benefit
cost ratio of $17.1 to1 for the Perry Preschool Project
($12.90 to the general public and $4.17 to partici-
pants); $10.15 to 1 for the Chicago Child-Parent
Centers ($6.86 to the general public and $3.29 to
participants); and $2.50 to 1 for the Abecedarian
Project ($2.35 to participants, their mothers and their
children).48

Table 15
Three Benefit-Cost Analyses of High-Quality Preschool Education

High/Scope Chicago Carolina
Perry Preschool Child-Parent Centers Abecedarian

Year began 1962 1983 1972
Location Ypsilanti, MI Chicago, IL Chapel Hill, NC
Sample size 123 1,539 111
Research design Randomized trial Matched neighborhoods Randomized trial
Age Ages 3–4 Ages 3–4 6 weeks to age 5
Program Schedule Half-day, school yr Half-day, school yr Full day, all yr
Cost $17,599 $8,224 $70,697
Child Care 1,051  2,037 30,753
Maternal Earnings 0    0 76,547
K-12 Cost Savings 9,787 5,989 9,841
Post-Secondary Education
  Cost -1,497 -685 -9,053
Abuse & Neglect
  Cost Saving NE 329 NE
Crime Cost Savings  198,981 41,100 0
Welfare Cost Savings 885  NE 218
Health Cost Savings NE  NE 19,804
Earnings 74,878 34,123 41,801
Second Generation
  Earnings NE NE 6,373
Total Benefits $284,086 $83,511 $176,284
Benefit-to-Cost Ratio 16.1  10.1 2.5

Note:  All amounts in 2006 dollars, discounted at 3%

Note:  “NE” indicates that a benefit was not estimated for a particular outcome even though one
might have occurred.

Source:  W. Steven Barnett and Donald J. Yarosz, National Institute for Early Education Research,
Rutgers Graduate School of Education, Preschool Policy Brief, November 2007, Who Goes to
Preschool and Why Does It Matter?
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While all three of these analyses estimated the ben-
efit to cost ratio of the Abecedarian Project at $2.50
to 1, an analysis by the National Institute for Early
Childhood Research found a return of “roughly four
dollars for every dollar invested.”49

One advocate organization, Pre-K Now, a campaign
of the Pew Center on the States, asserts that “Every
$1 invested in high-quality pre-k saves taxpayers up
to $7.”50

Regardless of the approaches, the various factors
considered, and the precise dollar amount that is
calculated, benefit-cost analyses have generally
found substantial benefits from high quality early
intervention.  These well documented and exten-
sively studied demonstration projects have been used
to define “high quality” to include better trained
caregivers, smaller child to staff ratios, academic
focus, and more intensive services.  The reported
return on investment has been used to support the
allocation of public funds for pre-K programs for
young, at risk children.

Characteristics of High Quality
Pre-K Programs

The demonstration projects themselves differed in
some ways, but shared key characteristics.  They
began early and had many contact hours with the
children, for more than one year.  Teachers were
well educated and trained and were well paid; turn-
over was low.  Class sizes were small and child to
teacher ratios were low.  Programs were intense,
with well planned curricula and opportunities for
teachers to evaluate and adjust curricula to improve
effectiveness.  There was intentional, systematic
outreach, and parents were involved in reinforcing
the center experience in two of the programs.  Two
of the three programs were formally linked to the
early elementary program.

In an evaluation of the three demonstration projects
based on interviews with project evaluators, Ellen
Galinsky suggests additional important principles of
success:

Table 16
Summary of Costs and Benefits per Participant for Three Early Interventions

High/Scope Chicago Carolina
Perry Preschool Child-Parent Centers Abecedarian

Average Cost per Participant     $18,260    $8,512  $73,159
Cost for One Year of Participation 10,283      5,434    16,020
Total Benefits 159,610     86,400  182,422
Net Benefits   141,350     77,899  109,263
Public Benefits      130,690     58,476   36,429
Net Public Benefits      112,430     49,964  (36,730)
Total Benefit per Dollar Invested    8.74      10.15 2.49
Public Benefit per Dollar Invested   7.16  6.87      0.50

Source:  Arthur J. Reynolds, Judy A. Temple, and Barry A White; University of Minnesota; Cost-
Effective Early Childhood Development Programs: A Synthesis of Evidence in the First Decade of Life.
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• Clarity of focus, accountability, and alignment
between goals and strategies used to achieve
the goals

• Interventions focused on the whole child: intel-
lectual, social, emotional, and physical growth
and well-being

• The relationship between the teacher and child
was seen as central to the
child’s learning

• Children were considered to
be active and experiential
learners

• Strong focus on evaluation and
on-going learning by teachers
to improve teaching practices51

Benefit-cost analyses and studies
of the characteristics of high qual-
ity programs have informed the
development of federal and state
pre-K programs.  These programs
have adopted different models,
different criteria, and different
standards, and have been funded
at different levels.  While a few states have adopted
a goal of universal pre-kindergarten (publicly fund-
ed pre-k that is available to, but not required for, all
four-year-olds), most states’ programs are designed
to supplement Head Start, which targets the poor-
est children.  State programs that supplement Head
Start target poor children, or children who meet spe-
cific risk criteria, or children in designated low in-
come geographic areas.  The goals of publicly fund-
ed pre-K programs for at risk children generally
include the following:

• To improve school readiness (cognitive, social,
physical)

• To reduce costs for K-12 education (grade re-
tention, special education)

• To close the achievement gap
• To allow mothers to work or go to school
• To reduce lost tax revenues (mothers, partici-

pants, participants’ children)
• To improve parenting practices
• To refer preschool children to needed medical

and dental services

• To make appropriate social service referrals for
families when children are very young

• To reduce later societal costs for welfare, social
services, and the criminal justice system includ-
ing incarceration

If pre-kindergarten is intended to provide disadvan-
taged children with the experienc-
es, skills, and attitudes necessary to
be successful in K-12 classes (and
thereby reduce the achievement
gap), much greater investment must
be made in teachers and curricu-
lum than if the purpose is to pro-
vide opportunities for socialization
for middle class children.  The in-
tent and purpose of the pre-K pro-
gram is key to the issue of public
funding.  It may be difficult to ar-
gue for using taxpayer dollars to
subsidize child care for middle and
upper income families, but a much
stronger case can be made for in-
vesting in disadvantaged children to
reduce the likelihood that they will

become a burden on the taxpayer in the future.

Teachers

Historically, a majority of child caregivers and teach-
ers in private pre-K programs have lacked advanced
academic training in general and training in early
childhood education required of public school teach-
ers in particular.  Some studies have concluded that
teachers with a bachelor’s degree and specialized
training in early childhood education and develop-
ment are more effective in promoting academic
achievement than those who lack such credentials.
As of 2005, about 73 percent of teachers in state-
funded pre-K programsin the U.S. had at least a
bachelor’s degree, and 56 percent reported they
held state certifications for teaching children young-
er than five.  The 2007 reauthorization of Head
Start requires that 50 percent of lead teachers have
bachelor’s degrees by 2013.52  Michigan’s state fund-
ed pre-K program, the Great Start Readiness Pro-
gram, requires lead teachers to have Bachelor’s
degrees and specialized training in early childhood
education.

It may be difficult to argue
for using taxpayer dollars to
subsidize child care for
middle and upper income
families, but a much stron-
ger case can be made for
investing in disadvantaged
children to reduce the like-
lihood that they will become
a burden on the taxpayer
in the future.
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According to the Pew Center on the States, “The
following elements are critical to providing the kind
of pre-k that provides the best results for children:

• Teachers in high-quality pre-k programs hold
bachelor’s degrees and have received special-
ized training in early childhood education.

• Teacher aides have a child development associ-
ate credential, at a minimum.

• Teachers and aides are required to devote at least
15 hours each year to appropriate professional
development.

• Teachers and aides are paid salaries and receive
benefits that are on par with those of K-12 teach-
ers and aides.

• High-quality programs recruit teachers and aides
who reflect the cultural diversity of the children
and families they serve.”53

A 2006 study of 878 children in 237 state-funded
pre-K classrooms in six states, addressed the asso-
ciation between teachers’ education, academic ma-
jor, and credentials with classroom quality and chil-
dren’s educational gains.  The study sought to
determine whether or not the education level and
credential systems tend to produce or identify high-
ly effective teachers, or if other factors are required
to ensure high quality pre-K classes.  The study found
that children whose teachers had more years of ed-
ucation gained significantly more in math skills, but
not language skills.  Teachers with more than a Bach-
elor’s degree had higher scores on the teaching and
interaction portion of a measure of classroom qual-
ity.  Children who had teachers with a BA in early
childhood or child development made more gains in
naming colors.  State certification was not linked to
children’s gains in any skill area.  For teachers with a
high school or AA degree, having a CDA was associ-
ated with children’s gains in identifying letters, num-
bers, and colors, and in rhyming.

In spite of the weak correlations found, the study de-
fends professionalizing the early childhood workforce,
though “The findings also suggest that we will not at-
tain high-quality in all classrooms using our current
teacher preparation and support system.”54

Years of education and credentials are easier to
measure than the quality of the teacher-child inter-

action and how well teachers are teaching.  The “pro-
cess quality” of teaching includes the emotional cli-
mate, classroom management, concept develop-
ment, and quality of feedback.

“It is the teacher’s classroom plans and organi-
zation, sensitivity and responsiveness to all the
children, and moment-to-moment interactions
with them that have the greatest impact on chil-
dren’s learning and development.  The way teach-
ers design learning experiences, how they en-
gage children and respond to them, how they
adapt their teaching and interactions to children’s
backgrounds, the feedback they give—these
matter greatly in children’s learning.”55

The size of the class and teacher-child ratio is also
important:  In high quality pre-K programs, there
are a maximum of 20 children in a classroom, and
no more than ten children for every teacher.56

Curriculum

Curriculum is crucially important, but it cannot sub-
stitute for poor quality teaching.  Curriculum should
be thoughtfully planned, challenging, engaging, de-
velopmentally appropriate, culturally and linguisti-
cally responsive, comprehensive across all develop-
mental domains, and likely to promote positive
outcomes for all young children.57  Curriculum must
also be coordinated with kindergarten and grade-
level class content.  According to the advocacy group
PreK Now,

• A high-quality pre-k curriculum sets goals spe-
cific to pre-k and uses learning and developmen-
tal standards that are research-based, age-ap-
propriate, and aligned with the state’s K-12
standards.

• The curriculum builds on each child’s interests
and natural curiosity and gives children oppor-
tunities to direct their own learning.

• The curriculum provides daily learning opportu-
nities for language and reasoning, science, math,
block play, dramatic play, art, and music.

• The curriculum provides learning opportunities
in a variety of settings, including whole-class
activities, work in small groups, and individual
interactions with the teacher.
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• The curriculum supports the development of each
child’s home language and helps each child learn
English.

• The curriculum provides integrated learning
across children’s cognitive, physical, social, and
emotional development.58

Assuming that pre-K resembles kindergarten in this
respect, full day programs result in increased stu-
dent achievement and social and behavioral devel-
opment because “the added time in a full day pro-
gram fundamentally changes the nature of activities
in that program.  Not only do teach-
ers tend to do more in full day pro-
grams, they tend to do more of the
instructional strategies that re-
searchers recommend to promote
young children’s learning.”59  Long-
er class days provide more oppor-
tunities for teaching and learning,
and similar to teachers’ credentials,
affect the cost of programs.

Family Engagement

Family engagement in a child’s
learning environment has been linked to increased
reading achievement, decreased rates of grade
retention and special education, and higher high
school graduation rates.
Policies that promote effective family engagement
in early childhood education include the following:

• Early learning programs expect, welcome,
and support family participation in decision
making related to their child’s education

• Families and early learning programs engage
in consistent, two-way, linguistically and cul-
turally appropriate communication.

• Families’ knowledge, skills, and background
are integrated into the learning experience.

• Programs help families foster a home envi-
ronment that enhances learning.

• Early learning programs create an ongoing
system for promoting family engagement.60

Unfortunately, for some children, in some families,
the quality and quantity of support available from

parents is insufficient to enable the child to be suc-
cessful in school.  This can happen in families where
there is mental illness, chronic physical illness, in-
carceration, substance abuse, homelessness, phys-
ical or sexual abuse, or other problems.

Successful schools build on the efforts of suc-
cessful families.  Failed schools deal in large part
with children from dysfunctional families that do
not provide the enriched home environments
enjoyed by middle class and upper middle class
children.  Since failure in school is linked to so
many social pathologies, each with substantial

social and economic costs, a pol-
icy of equality of opportunity in
access to home environments (or
their substitutes) is also a one
that promotes productivity in
schools, the workplace, and so-
ciety at large…Enriched preschool
centers available to disadvan-
taged children on a voluntary
basis coupled with home visita-
tion programs have a strong track
record of promoting achievement
for disadvantaged children.61

Head Start and Early Head Start
programs require teacher visits to homes, sugges-
tions for activities that parents can engage in with
children, and other family support including refer-
rals to social service agencies.  Michigan’s state fund-
ed pre-K program also seeks to improve parenting
skills, involve parents in their children’s learning, and
bring needed resources to families.62

The federal Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA) Part B, which covers pre-K children with
special needs, requires that the family and the inter-
vention team partner develop an individual family
service plan that contains information about the ser-
vices necessary to facilitate the child’s development.

Recognition of the importance of parental involve-
ment in a child’s education has occasioned various
attempts to increase parental involvement, includ-
ing Wayne County Prosecutor Kim Worthy’s propos-
al that parents who repeatedly miss parent-teacher
conferences spend up to three days in jail.

Family engagement in a
child’s learning environment
has been linked to in-
creased reading achieve-
ment, decreased rates of
grade retention and special
education, and higher high
school graduation rates.
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Program Costs Depend on Program Attributes

A 2008 analysis by Pre-K Now estimated annual per
child costs for pre-K programs that are provided for
185 days per year, at different class sizes, varying
hours per day (half day, school day, and work day),
and with different teacher qualifications.  Teacher
qualifications used are:

• BA-I: Bachelor’s degree with a credential in ear-
ly childhood or related field, paid at typical kin-
dergarten teacher wages

• BA-II: Bachelor’s degree with a credential in early
childhood or related field, paid at typical pre-K
wages

• AA: Associate’s degree in early childhood or re-
lated field

• CDA: Child Development Associate Credential

Although the estimates are not state specific, they
do serve as a rough guide to the relative costs asso-
ciated with teacher qualifications, class size, and
hours of pre-K per day (See Table 17).

Naturally, programs with more highly trained teach-
ers and longer hours of operation are more expen-
sive.  The very qualities that make programs more
expensive are the qualities most needed by disad-
vantaged children, who come from the families least
likely to be able to afford high quality programs.

Table 17
Summary of Per Child Costs of Pre-K by Quality Level

Class Size
15 17 20

3-Hour Program
   BA-I $4,893 $4,506 $4,071
   BA-II   4,390   4,062   3,694
   AA   3,947   3,672   3,361
   CDA   3,751   3,499   3,214

6-Hour Program
   BA-I $9,076 $8,313 $7,454
   BA-II   8,070   7,425   6,700
   AA   7,184   6,643   6,035
   CDA   6,792   6,298   5,741

9-Hour Program
   BA-I   $13,649   $12,348   $10,884
   BA-II 11,889 10,795   9,564
   AA 10,338   9,427   8,401
   CDA   9,652   8,821   7,887

Source: Pre-K Now, The Pew Center for the States, Education Reform Series, Meaningful
Investments in Pre-K: Estimating the Per-Child Costs of Quality Programs, May 2008, Table 1.
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History of Head Start

Head Start is the federal initiative to address the
special needs and boost the school readiness of low
income preschool children by replicating the success-
ful demonstration projects on a large scale.  Head
Start provides comprehensive child development
services including preschool education; medical,
dental, and mental health care; nutrition services;
and social and other services including parent in-
volvement services to enrolled children from ages
three through five and to their families.  The federal
program was established in the Economic Opportu-
nity Act of 1964 as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s
War on Poverty.  The first eight-week summer pro-
gram began in 1965, and the next year a full-year
program was authorized.63  Nationwide, the program
serves nearly one million children from families whose
incomes do not exceed 100 percent of the federal
poverty level; this is less than half the number of
children who meet the eligibility criteria.

Grants are awarded by regional offices to about 1,600
local public agencies, private non-profit and for-profit
organizations, Indian Tribes, and school systems to
operate Head Start programs.64

The Head Start Act provides that the federal share

of the program will not exceed 80 percent, and that
the required match may be cash or in-kind contribu-
tions such as the value of real property, equipment,
goods, and services (including volunteer services)
that directly benefit the grant program and are spe-
cifically identifiable to it (See Table 18).65

Head Start requires all teachers to hold at least a
Child Development Associate Degree (CDA) creden-
tial and at least half of lead teachers to hold an as-
sociate level degree.  According to the National In-
stitute for Early Education Research, Head Start
employs about 50,000 teachers at average annual
salaries of $21,000 (public school teachers earn about
$43,000 annually).  More than 70 percent of these
Head Start teachers do not have a teaching degree.66

New language in the 2007 reauthorization requires
that all teachers must have an associate degree in a
related field and half of teachers must have bache-
lor’s degrees by 2013, although no funding was pro-
vided for this mandate.

The Early Head Start Program was established in
1995 to serve infants and toddlers from birth through
age two.  This program promotes healthy prenatal
outcomes, enhances the development of infants and
toddlers, and promotes healthy family functioning.

The Federal Head Start Program

Table 18
Five-Year History of Funding for Head Start
(Dollars in Millions)

 Local Head  Support Recovery
Start Projects Activities Act Total

FY 2010 Appropriation   $6,996.4  $238.4 0    $7,234.8
FY 2009 Actual     6,871.9    238.3 $2,100.0* 7,110.3
FY 2008 Actual     6,643.9    233.3 0      6,877.1
FY 2007 Actual     6,654.8    233.6      0  6,888.4
FY 2006 Actual     6,554.7  222.0 0  6,776.8

* The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act appropriated $2.1 billion for Head Start and Early
Head Start in FY 2009 to expand enrollment by 64,000 children and families.  The funds are
available for two years.

Source: Administration for Children and Families, Head Start Program Fact Sheets for 2010, 2009,
2008, 2007, and 2006.
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Head Start Impact Study

The 1998 reauthorization of Head Start mandated
that DHHS determine if access to Head Start caused
better developmental and parenting outcomes for
the children and families the program served.  The
final report of the Head Start Impact Study was re-
leased in January, 2010.  Because the study used a
nationally representative sample of Head Start pro-
grams and children, the authors believe that results
can be generalized to the full national program.

Children in the Head Start program generally had
more highly trained teachers, more classroom liter-
acy and math instruction, better classroom teacher-
to -child ratios, and more highly rated teacher-child
interactions and care environment than children in
the control group.  However, only 70 percent of the
Head Start centers in the study were rated as hav-
ing a relatively high quality environment (at least a
five on a seven-point scale).  About 60 percent of
Head Start children were in classes that emphasized
language, literacy, and math activities.  About 30
percent of the Head Start children had teachers with
a bachelor’s degree and another 30 percent had
teachers with at least an associate’s degree.  The
remainder (40 percent) of the Head Start children
had teachers who had received 25 or more hours of
training in the last year.67

While Head Start had a positive effect on language
and literacy development at the end of one program
year, cognitive effects faded quickly.  At the end of
kindergarten and first grade, the Head Start children
(with the exception of some subgroups) and the con-
trol group children were at the same level on essen-
tially all of the measures used.  For the four-year-
olds, there were no significant impacts on math skills,
pre-writing, children’s promotion, or teacher reports
of children’s school accomplishments or abilities.

The control group in the three-year-old cohort was
given access to Head Start in the second year, so
impacts for the three-year-old cohort reflect the ben-
efits of receiving an earlier year of Head Start, not
the effects of two years of Head Start.  At the end of
their first Head Start year, the three-year-olds dem-
onstrated better skills in language, literary develop-
ment, and math.  At the end of the age four year,
these children continued to have somewhat improved

literacy skills.  There was no strong evidence of im-
pacts on these children’s language, literacy, or math
skills at the end of kindergarten or first grade.

To put the results in context, 95 percent of all chil-
dren in the U.S. know all the letters of the alphabet
by the end of their kindergarten year, but only 55
percent of the four-year-old Head Start group and 65
percent of the three-year-old Head Start group could
recognize all of their letters by the end of kindergar-
ten.  For the control group, 58 percent of four-year-
olds and 64 percent of three-year-olds could recog-
nize all their letters by the end of kindergarten.68

In its effort to improve the school readiness of disad-
vantaged children, Head Start provides medical, den-
tal, and mental health care; nutrition services; and
efforts to help parents foster their child’s develop-
ment.69  Children in Head Start centers are much more
likely to receive various health care services than chil-
dren in other center-based care: 72 percent received
hearing, speech, or vision testing, 36 percent received
physical exams, and 74 percent received formal test-
ing for developmental or learning problems in 2005.
This compares to 31 percent of children in non-Head
Start center-based care who received hearing, speech,
or vision testing; 6 percent who received physical
exams; and 28 percent who received formal testing
for developmental or learning problems.70

There was no difference in socio-emotional develop-
ment during the treatment year or kindergarten for
the four-year-old children, and conflicting reports for
first grade (teachers reported more shy and hesitant
behavior; parents reported less withdrawn behavior).
There was suggestive evidence of improvements in
health and health insurance coverage as compared
to the control group.  At the end of the Head Start
year, parents were less likely to use time out as a
disciplinary practice than parents in the control group.

Behavior problems and hyperactivity were reduced
for the three-year-old cohort at the end of the treat-
ment year; there was moderate evidence of less
hyperactive behavior at the end of kindergarten.
Teachers reported no impacts on social-emotional
development for the three-year-old cohort in kin-
dergarten or first grade.  Access to dental care was
improved, and there was moderate evidence of im-
provements in health status at the end of the Head
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Start year, and moderate evidence of improvements
health insurance coverage at the end of kindergar-
ten.  At the end of the treatment year, parents of
children in the three-year-old cohort were less likely
to have spanked their children, were more likely to
have read to them, and were more likely to have
involved their children in cultural enrichment activi-
ties than parents in the control
group.  At the end of the year that
their child was four, these parents
were less likely to use a parenting
style characterized by high control
and low warmth.

Other studies using different data
sources and methods have found
different results.  Studies using the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study
Kindergarten Cohort of 1998 found
no effect on cognition and negative
effects on socio-emotional develop-
ment and behavior, but the research
methodology has been challenged.  A study of the high
quality Tulsa Head Start program found effects of 0.33
to 0.55 standard deviations on literacy and math as-
sessments, but that program was atypical in that lead
teachers had bachelor’s degrees and early childhood
teacher certification and received public school teach-
er salaries and benefits.  Some studies have found
different effects for different ethnicities.71

Critics of the Head Start program have noted that
the advantages children gained from Head Start pro-
duced only a few statistically significant differences
in outcomes at the end of first grade.  Fadeout ef-
fects have been attributed to poor schools and to

the paucity of home resources, leading to questions
about the effectiveness of short-term intervention
and the need for continuing enrichment programs.

The Head Start program demonstrates the problems
of taking lessons learned in demonstration projects
to scale: the effort to serve many more children at

lower cost results in use of less well
trained staff and larger classes and/
or caseloads.  Among the many
public policy issues associated with
the federal program are the eligi-
bility criteria, funding levels, curric-
ula, and teacher qualifications.
Metrics used to measure outcomes
have been challenged.  In addition,
there is the issue of cultural differ-
ences between professional staff
and disadvantaged children and
their families, racial and ethnic dif-
ferences, and different child rear-
ing beliefs and practices.

Critics of Head Start have sought to transfer control
of programs to states, and have noted financial ir-
regularities in audits of some programs.  A 2010
Government Accountability Office (GAO) investiga-
tion of Head Start enrollment procedures in a sam-
ple of 13 programs in six states (not including Mich-
igan) and the District of Columbia found that workers
in more than half the centers misrepresented infor-
mation about applicants’ earnings to fraudulently
register ineligible children, possibly to ensure that
agencies met enrollment targets.72

In Michigan, Head Start serves about 35,000 chil-
dren each year (See Table 19).

Table 19
Head Start Program State Allocations and Enrollment- Michigan
(Dollars in Millions)

Fiscal Year Funding Enrollment
    2008 $235.2   34,949
    2007  235.5   35,067
    2006  232.0   35,069
    2005  233.9   35,069

Source: Administration for Children and Families, Head Start Program Fact Sheets for 2006-2010.

The Head Start program
demonstrates the problems
of taking lessons learned in
demonstration projects to
scale: the effort to serve
many more children at lower
cost results in use of less
well trained staff and larger
classes and/or caseloads.
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The National Scene

Because federal funding is insufficient to enable Head
Start programs to reach all eligible children, 40 states
and the District of Columbia have established state
funded pre-K programs.  Some of these state pro-
grams partner with Head Start to increase the num-
ber of children served; some states have developed,
funded, and administered pre-K
programs separate from Head
Start; some states both supple-
ment Head Start and operate
their own programs.  Most states
limit eligibility based on income
and other risk factors, while a few
offer universal access (open to
any age appropriate child).  Some
states limit providers to public
schools.  Some states restrict
access to four-year-olds, while
others allow three- and four-year-olds to attend.
Some states provide only educational services, while
others provide “wrap around” services such as health
care and parenting classes.73

Funding for state programs may take the form of
competitive grant programs that are subject to an-
nual appropriations, supplements to the Head Start
program, or school funding formulas.  Most states
fund their pre-K programs from their general fund,
but some, including Colorado, Iowa, Maine, Mary-
land, Michigan, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Texas, Ver-
mont, West Virginia, and Wisconsin, fund all or part
of their pre-K program though their school aid for-
mula (as of FY 2008).74  Some states have dedicated
revenues from specific sources to pre-K programs.
Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee use dedi-
cated lottery funds as part of their sources for fund-
ing pre-K.  Missouri uses revenues from non-lottery
gaming.  California uses cigarette tax revenues; Kan-
sas and Louisiana have used tobacco settlement
money.75

In 2009-10, over 1.2 million three- and four-year
old children attended a state-funded preschool pro-
gram, and state-funded programs in Oklahoma, Flor-
ida, Georgia, and Vermont served over half of their

four-year-olds.  In FY 2010, states spent $5.3 billion
on pre-K, but a number of states are now respond-
ing to extreme budget pressure by reducing funding
for these pre-K programs.76

The ongoing challenge is to reconcile the potential
benefits of high quality state programs with the need
for affordability.  It has been demonstrated that highly

educated teachers, teachers who
have taken courses in early child-
hood development, support for
teachers’ professional develop-
ment, systems that provide feed-
back and promote continuous
improvement, favorable teacher-
child ratios, small class sizes, bet-
ter quality learning materials,
and programs that extend at
least 2.5 hours a day for at least
a 180-day school year, are most

likely to produce quality results.  All of these quality
inputs make pre-Kindergarten programs more ex-
pensive.

Michigan’s Great Start
School Readiness Program

The Michigan School Readiness Program (MSRP) was
established in 1985 to offer preschool to four-year-
olds who may be at risk of school failure, on the
basis that “Children who have high quality child care
and preschool experiences, including support for
health and emotional well-being, are more success-
ful in later school years, are less likely to repeat a
grade, are more likely to graduate from high school,
attend college, and become productive citizens.”77

Starting with the 2008-09 school year, the name of
the program was changed to the Michigan Great Start
School Readiness Program (GSRP).

The state funded and monitored program provides
part-day or full-day, comprehensive, free, compen-
satory pre-K programs for eligible four-year-olds.
Part-day programs operate for at least three hours
of teacher-child contact time per day, four days a
week for 30 weeks per year, but for fewer hours
than a full-day program.  Full-day programs operate

Michigan’s state funded and
monitored Great Start School
Readiness program provides
part-day or full-day, compre-
hensive, free, compensatory
pre-K programs for eligible
four-year-olds.

State Pre-K Programs
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for at least the same length of day as a school dis-
trict’s first grade program, four days a week for 30
weeks per year.

The state provides GSRP funding to school districts
and other providers that meet the following program
requirements:

• Cap on class size
• Proper credentialing for staff
• Program models and required

weeks-in-session for each
model

• Use of Early Childhood Stan-
dards of Quality for Pre-Kinder-
garten (quality standards adopted by MDE)

• Program evaluation based on the Preschool
Program Quality Assessment (PQA)

• Use of an approved comprehensive curriculum
• Use of an approved comprehensive child

assessment tool
• Parents are integrated as program partners

and decision-makers
• Active support of an Early Childhood Specialist78

Public school districts can subcontract with other local
providers to offer GSRP.

Eligibility

GSRP bases eligibility on family income and other
criteria designed to measure need.  Families at or
below 100 percent of the poverty level must be re-
ferred to Head Start.  In 2009-10, school districts
operating GSRP were required to ensure that more

than 50 percent of children partic-
ipating in the program were from
families with household income
equal to or less than 300 percent
of the federal poverty level.  (See
Table 20.)

Effective October 1, 2010, 75 per-
cent of children enrolled in a Great

Start Readiness Program must be from families with
income under 300 percent of the federal poverty lev-
el (up from 50 percent of children in 2009-10).  Chil-
dren are prioritized for enrollment based on specific
risk factors.  Prior to 2009-10, children in families below
300 percent of the federal poverty level had to have
at least one of 24 other risk factors for educational
disadvantage, while children above the income thresh-
old had to have at least two of the risk factors.  Those
risk factors, and their incidence in 2008-09, are illus-
trated in Table 21.

Table 20
Annual Income Eligibility Guidelines
Effective July 1, 2009 to June 30, 2010

Free  Extremely Low Low Family
Federal Meals  Family Income  Income

Household Poverty 130%  200%  300%
    Size Level of Poverty of Poverty of Poverty

1  $10,830   $14,079      $21,660      $32,490
2    14,570     18,941  29,140  43,710
3    18,310     23,803  36,620  54,930
4    22,050     28,665  44,100  66,150
5    25,790     33,527  51,580  77,370
6    29,530     38,389  59,060  88,590
7    33,270     43,251  66,540  99,810
8    37,010     48,113  74,020      111,030

Source:  Michigan Department of Education.

GSRP bases eligibility on
family income and other
criteria designed to mea-
sure need.
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In 2008-09, children attending GSRP had, on aver-
age, 4.33 of these risk factors.

In 2008, the GSRP Biennial Legislative Review Com-
mittee recommended that the Michigan Department
of Education (MDE) review and revise the risk fac-
tors.  MDE established a committee that evaluated
the factors in the context of recent research and
developed a consolidated and updated list.  The State
Board of Education adopted the eight recommend-
ed, revised risk factors on May 12, 2009.  Children
must now show evidence of two or more of the risk

factors defined by the State Board of Education.  The
new risk factors are:

• Extremely low family income (below 200
percent of the federal poverty level)

• Low family income (between 200 and 300
percent of the federal poverty level)

• Diagnosed disability or identified develop-
mental delay (child is eligible for special edu-
cation services or child’s developmental progress
is less than expected for his/her chronological

Table 21
Great Start Readiness Program Risk Factors, 2008-09

Number of Percent of
Children Children*

Low family income 17,474 69.4
Single parent   8,452 33.6
Nutritionally deficient   7,976 31.7
Housing in rural or segregated area   7,789 30.9
Unemployed parent/parents   6,819 27.1
Family history of low school achievement or dropout   6,263 24.9
Teenage parent   5,087 20.2
Long-term or chronic illness   4,152 16.5
Chronically ill parent/sibling
  (physical, mental, or emotional)   4,013 15.9
Low parent/sibling educational attainment or illiteracy   3,704 14.7
Parental/sibling loss by death or parental loss by divorce   3,655 14.5
Low birth weight   3,599 14.3
Language deficiency or immaturity   3,597 14.3
Lack of stable support system or residence   3,424 13.6
Family history of diagnosed family problems   3,410 13.5
Substance abuse or addiction   3,346 13.3
Non-English or limited English speaking household   2,942 11.7
Family density   2,457   9.8
Developmentally immature   2,075   8.2
Family history of delinquency   2,045   8.1
Incarcerated parent   1,781   7.1
Destructive or violent temperament   1,729   6.9
Physical and/or sexual abuse or neglect   1,444   5.7
Diagnosed handicapping condition (main streamed) 1,190   4.7
Other      533   2.1

*Percent of children in GSRP who met this criterion.

Source:  Michigan Department of Education.
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age, or chronic health issues causing develop-
ment or learning problems)

• Severe or challenging behavior (child has
been expelled from preschool or child care cen-
ter)

• Primary home language other than English
(English is not spoken in the child’s home; En-
glish is not the child’s first language)

• Parent/guardian with low educational at-
tainment (parent has not graduated from high
school or is illiterate)

• Abuse/neglect of child or parent (domes-
tic, sexual, or physical abuse of child or parent;
child neglect issues)

• Environmental risk (parental loss due to death,
divorce, incarceration, military service, or ab-
sence; sibling issues; teen parent; family is home-
less or without stable housing; residence in a
high-risk neighborhood; or prenatal or postnatal
exposure to toxic substances known to cause
learning or developmental delays)

Children in families below 200 percent of the federal
poverty level who cannot be served in Head Start,
are given priority for admission to GSRP.  Children in
families below 300 percent of FPL who have two
additional risk factors are next in line for admission.
Children in families below 300 percent of FPL with
one additional risk factor are next, followed by chil-

Arguments For and Against Universal Preschool

middle group (the middle quintile) scored 6 points
higher in reading, 7.3 points higher in general knowl-
edge, and 6.5 points higher in math than the chil-
dren in the bottom quintile (the 20 percent of fami-
lies with the lowest incomes). Yet, the middle group
was still 6.7 points lower in reading, 6.5 points lower
in general knowledge, and 6 points lower in math
than children in the top quintile (the 20 percent of
families with the highest incomes).

Many middle-income children are deprived of early
education opportunities because they don’t qualify
for income-tested programs, but their parents can-
not afford or choose not to pay for pre-Kindergar-
ten out of their own pockets.  Among families with
incomes between $30,000 and $75,000, just half
of children ages three and four not yet in kinder-
garten, are enrolled in preschool. This compares
with three-quarters of children the same age range
whose families have incomes $75,000 and above.
Studies in California and Boston indicate that the
supply of preschool programs in middle-income
neighborhoods is often no greater than in low-in-
come neighborhoods and in some cases, preschool
is even more scarce. Universal pre-Kindergarten
would address these gaps by greatly expanding
opportunities for middle-income children to partici-
pate in high quality early education experiences.80

The Research and Policy Committee of the Committee
for Economic Development, which is a nonprofit, non-
partisan research and policy organization of 250 busi-
ness leaders and educators, argues for universal pre-
school for all three- and four-year-olds.

The gap in school readiness scores at kindergarten entry
between children from middle income families and those
from the wealthiest families is equal to, or larger than,
the gap between children in poverty and children from
middle income families.  The numerical majority of chil-
dren who are placed in special education, retained in
grade, or who drop out of school are in the middle-in-
come bracket.79

The Cost, Quality, and Outcomes Study, which fol-
lowed a sample of children with a wide variety of
family backgrounds from their next-to-last year in
preschool (prior to entering kindergarten) through
their early elementary school years, found higher
quality preschool-age child care to be associated
with better cognitive and social outcomes for chil-
dren across the economic spectrum. Several large-
scale studies of preschool in the United States and
abroad offer further evidence that preschool mat-
ters for children from diverse economic back-
grounds. The evidence is quite consistent, while
children from better-off families may not get ex-
actly the same benefits from preschool as children
in poverty, all children benefit.

School readiness presents challenges for many chil-
dren who are not poor. A national study of first-
time kindergarten students in 1998 found that chil-
dren from families with average (median) incomes
were as far behind children in families with higher
incomes as poor children were behind the average.
This middle class readiness gap was found for so-
cial and emotional development as well as cogni-
tive development. For example, dividing children
into five income groupings, the children in the
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Preschool programs available to all students can
reach those children who, because of varying fam-
ily circumstances, may otherwise fall through the
cracks.  Widely accessible public programs may be
more efficient and easier to administer than pro-
grams with enrollment restrictions because they do
not require tracking program eligibility.  Further-
more, programs that are broadly accessible often
enjoy broader political and financial support, mak-
ing it less likely the programs will be cut or suffer
budget shortfalls.81

Targeted, publicly funded preschool is designed to improve
school readiness among disadvantaged children, but these
programs often fail to reach all disadvantaged children.
Children from middle income families also benefit from
quality preschool, but middle income families often have
challenges finding and paying for quality programs.  These
dilemmas raise the question of whether Michigan and other
states should expand quality, state-funded pre-K programs
to make access to them universal, perhaps by gradually
relaxing the thresholds for admission.

Such a policy would be opposed by those who believe
that universal preschool is an expensive and unneces-
sary subsidy for the middle class, or a babysitting conve-
nience for working mothers.  According to the Heritage
Foundation, a federal program that creates incentives
for states to provide universal preschool would crowd
out private preschool programs or increase regulations

on those private preschools that seek to participate in
the government run program.82

Another argument against increasing investment in pre-
school is focused on failing K-12 schools and districts.  In
spite of federal and state programs to identify and inter-
vene in failing schools, the state tolerates a broad vari-
ety in effectiveness in schools and school districts.  What
is the economic justification for investing in effective early
childhood education for children entering a school dis-
trict that is highly likely to fail to educate them?

If the goal of state preschool programs is to close the
gap between advantaged and disadvantaged children, a
universal program could preserve the gap, although within
a universal program more intensive services could be
provided to disadvantaged children.  Children from middle
class families could benefit from high quality programs
(according to Pre-K Now, 49 percent of the children who
do not recognize the letters of the alphabet when they
enter kindergarten are middle income or higher), but there
is insufficient data to allow a cost-benefit analysis of those
benefits.  Further, it is certain that public costs would
increase if those children’s care was subsidized, and the
competition for additional dollars would pit preschool
against Medicaid, Corrections, and other critical programs.

In the current fiscal situation, any significant expansion
of a state program is unlikely.

Arguments For and Against Universal Preschool  (continued)

dren in families with income above 300 percent of
FPL who have two risk factors (children from fami-
lies above 300 percent of FPL may take up to 25
percent of available slots).

In 2008-09, there were 25,174 children enrolled in
the Great Start School Readiness Program, of whom
1,775 left the program during the year.  According
to an October 2009 analysis, 20,822 children attend-
ed programs funded through school districts and
3,615 children attended programs run by agencies
that received competitive grants.  Of those children,
60.6 percent were White, 22.6 percent were Black,
and 5.9 percent were multi-racial. Seventy percent
had a working parent.  Two-thirds of the children
attended a part-day program; one-quarter attended
a full-day program.  The remainder attended all-day
(alternate), home-based, or GSRP-Head Start blend-
ed programs.79

Legislation for FY 2011 encourages districts to es-
tablish a sliding fee scale for tuition to provide pro-
gramming for children who do not meet the Great
Start Readiness Program eligibility criteria.

Teaching Staff in GSRP

One of the characteristics of high quality pre-K pro-
grams is that teachers have bachelors degrees and
specialized training in early childhood education.
Michigan requires lead teachers in GSRP center based
programs to have a valid Michigan teaching certifi-
cate with an early childhood specialist endorsement
(ZA), a valid Michigan teaching certificate with a child
development associate credential (CDA), or a bach-
elor’s degree in child development with specializa-
tion in preschool teaching.  Michigan requires GSRP
paraprofessionals to have a CDA, an associate’s de-
gree in early childhood education or child develop-
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ment, or the equivalent as approved by the state
board (See Table 22).

High quality programs allow no more than 20 chil-
dren per classroom and no more than ten children
per teacher.  GSRP has a maximum adult to child
ratio of one to eight.  A qualified associate teacher
must be added with the ninth child, and a third adult
with the 17th child in the class.

In 2008-09, both lead and associate teachers in GSRP
were almost entirely female: 87.4 percent of lead
teachers were White and 10.4 percent were Black;
72.9 percent of associate teachers were White and
20.4 percent were Black.  More than half (54.2 per-
cent) of lead teachers had five or more years of teach-
ing experience, and almost half (49.1 percent) of as-
sociate teachers had five or more years of teaching
experience.  More than a quarter (28.8 percent) of
lead teachers had two years or less of teaching expe-
rience, and a third (33.0 percent) of associate teach-
ers had two years or less of teaching experience.

Another characteristic of high quality pre-K programs
is that teachers and aides receive salary and bene-
fits that are comparable to those of K-12 teachers
and aides.  In GSRP, the mean annual salary for lead

teachers was $48,546; mean annual salary for as-
sociate teachers was $19,415.  Salary levels varied
substantially depending on whether the program was
offered by a school district, a competitive agency, or
both a school district and a competitive agency (See
Table 23).

Funding

Funding is provided from the state school aid fund
for formula based grants to eligible school districts
and from the general fund for competitive grants.
In 2009-10, the state allocated $88.1 million from
the school aid fund; in 2010-11, the allocation is
$89.4 million from the school aid fund for the for-
mula component.  Funding the pre-K program
through an appropriation from the school aid fund
emphasizes that pre-K is an essential part of the
public education system, but also places pre-K in
competition with K-12 for limited resources.

In FY 2010, state legislation allowed school districts
to use GSRP funds to make up for other state school
aid reductions, and districts redirected $8.3 million
to other programs.84  In FY 2011, Great Start fund-
ing is not allowed to be used to compensate for per
pupil reductions.

Table 22
Education and Training of GSRP Teaching Staff, 2008-09

Lead Teacher Associate Teacher
Percent Number Percent Number

Associate’s Degree (Early Childhood)   0.6      7     21.7 215
CDA Credential   2.0    24     42.0 417
MI Teaching Certificate (ZA) 52.0  615 3.8   38
Associate’s or Bachelor’s in Other Fields   1.0    12      NC* NC*
120 Hours Approved Training   NC*   NC*    25.7 255
Bachelor’s Degree (Early Childhood) 17.2  203 5.8   58
Graduate Degree 27.2  322      1.0   10

*Not a choice

Note: Categories are not mutually exclusive

Source:  HighScope Educational Research Foundation, 2008-09 Great Start Readiness Program
Program Quality Assessment, Statewide Data Report, September 2009.
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The real value of state spending per child enrolled in
GSRP declined from $4,538 in 2007 to $4,286 in
2009 (See Table 24).

The formula distribution is based on the following
calculation: 1/2 of the percentage of the district’s
pupils in grades 1 to 5 who are eligible for free lunch,
multiplied by the average kindergarten enrollment
of the district for the 2 immediately preceding fiscal
years, multiplied by $3,400.  If the physical facility
or staff resources available limits the number of chil-
dren who can be served to less than the number
generated by the formula, that number is multiplied
by $3,400.  State funds are distributed among dis-
tricts in decreasing order of concentration of eligible
children. Each child enrolled in a full-day program
counts as two children for purposes of determining

the number of children served and for determining
the grant amount.  Programs may receive other fed-
eral or local funding as well.

In 2009-10, there were 30 Michigan school districts
(public school academies are considered districts)
where more than 80 percent of students in grades
one through five were under the poverty threshold.
Eleven of the 20 districts with the highest poverty
rankings are public school academies; nine are tra-
ditional school districts (See Table 25).

Table 23
Teacher Compensation by Program Type, 2008-09

Annual Salary
School Competitive School District and
District Agency Competitive Agency

Lead Teacher $50,873   $31,864 $37,392
Associate Teacher   18,101 22,297 18,779

Source:  HighScope Educational Research Foundation, 2008-09 Great Start Readiness
Program Program Quality Assessment, Statewide Data Report, September 2009.

Table 24
State Spending per Child Enrolled in GSRP
(2009 Dollars)

2002 $4,374
2003   4,367
2004   4,382
2005   4,063
2006   4,465
2007   4,538
2008   4,357
2009   4,286

Source:  National Institute for Early
Education Research, State Preschool
Yearbook, The State of Preschool 2009.
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The largest 2009-10 state aid allocations for for Great
Start Readiness Programs are shown in Table 26.

A district may contract with a head start agency to
serve children enrolled in head start with a full-day
program by blending head start funds with a part-
day Great Start Readiness Program allocation.  All
Head Start and Great Start Readiness Program pol-
icies and regulations apply to the blended program.85

Any public or private for-profit or non-profit entity
(private child care centers, Head Start programs,

social service agencies, mental health agencies, ISDs,
school districts, and public school academies that
also have a Head Start program) may apply for a
competitive grant to operate a Great Start Readi-
ness Program.  Competitive grant funding, which is
made from the general fund, was reduced from
$14,150,000 in 2008-09 to $7,575,000 in 2009-10,
then increased to $8,875,000 in 2010-11.  The larg-
est of the 34 competitive grants awarded in 2009-
10 was $530,400 to the Oakland Livingston Human
Service Agency.

Table 25
GSRP 2009-10 State Aid Allocations: Highest Poverty Districts

Grade1-5 Slots Original Maximum
Poverty Allowed or State Slots Aid

District Percent Requested Funded Payment
1 Benton Harbor Charter School 100%     96      35    $119,000
2 Bridge Academy    99  68      68     231,200
3 Francis Reh PSA    99  32      18     0
4 Benton Harbor Area Schools 98      188     160     639,200
5 Three Oaks Public School Academy   98  64     64      217,600
6 El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz Academy   98  32     32      108,800
7 Beecher Community School District   96  68     68      231,200
8 Business Entrepreneurship, Science,    95 44      32      108,800
9 Highland Park City Schools 93      100     95      306,000
10 Discovery Arts and Technology PSA     91 30     24   81,600
11 Universal Academy    91  32     13      108,800
12 Covert Public Schools 90 62      62      210,800
13 Center Academy  88  36     32 108,800
14 Baldwin Community Schools  88  32      32      108,805
15 Pontiac City School District 88      384    384    1,305,600
16 Flint City School District   88      736    704    2,502,400
17 River Rouge School District 88  54      36      153,000
18 Mid-Michigan Leadership Academy   87 36      36 122,400
19 Grand Rapids Public Schools   87      903    775    2,635,000
20 Riverside Academy    87     124 92 421,600

Source:  Michigan Department of Education, Office of Early Childhood Education and Family
Services, Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP) 2009-10 State Aid Allocations Based on
$88,100,000 at 3,400 Per Part-Day Equivalent Slot, Revised 4/29/10.
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Table 26
GSRP 2009-10 State Aid Allocations: Highest Allocation Districts

Grade1-5 Slots Original Maximum
Poverty Allowed or State Slots Aid

District Percent Requested Funded Payment
Detroit City School District   82%    4,207  4,207 $14,303,800
Grand Rapids Public Schools 87    903    775   2,635,000
Flint City School District 88   736    704    2,502,400
Lansing Public School District 68   864     672   2,284,800
Dearborn City School District 63    480    480    1,632,000
Pontiac City School District  88    384    384    1,305,600
Saginaw City School District 80    352    336   1,142,400
Kalamazoo Public School District    63    374    324    1,101,600
Taylor School District    58    443    324    1,101,600
Port Huron Area School District 47    446    269 914,600
Wexford-Missaukee ISD*      323    261 887,400
Jackson Public Schools 65    298    225 765,000
Bay City School District 44    235    211 717,400
Battle Creek Public Schools 75    216    216 707,200
Muskegon Public Schools    85    216    216 734,400
Newaygo County RESA#     215    215 731,000
Lincoln Park Public Schools 56    266    236 693,600
Traverse Bay Area ISD^     219    201 682,423
Riverside Academy+   192    160 652,800
Benton Harbor Area Schools 98    188    160 639,200

* For four school districts

# For five school districts

^ For three school districts

+ For Riverside and Bridge Academies

Source:  Michigan Department of Education, Office of Early Childhood Education and Family
Services, Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP) 2009-10 State Aid Allocations Based on
$88,100,000 at 3,400 Per Part-Day Equivalent Slot, Revised 4/29/10.
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Evaluations of Michigan’s Great Start School
Readiness Program

A number of assessments of GSRP have been done,
using various approaches and metrics.  Some ana-
lyze classroom quality; some look at long-term ef-
fects; some estimate benefits and costs.

2008-09 Program Quality Assessment
Of the 1,213 classrooms in the dataset for the 2008-
09 Program Quality Assessment, 942 (77.7 percent)
were run by school districts, 189 (15.6 percent) were
run by competitive agencies, and 82 (6.7 percent)
were run by both a school district
and a competitive agency; 94.7
percent were center based and the
remainder were home based.  Pro-
gram quality assessment (PQA)
scores for GSRP classroom quality
were self reported by grantees on
a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the
lowest.  The total PQA mean score
for 2008-09 was 4.35, down slightly
from the 2007-08 mean score of
4.48.86

High/Scope Longitudinal Study
The High/Scope Educational Research Foundation
began a longitudinal study of the Michigan School
Readiness Program in 1996.  In 2002, when Effects
Five Years Later:  The Michigan School Readiness Pro-
gram Evaluation Through Age 10 was prepared  for
the Michigan Board of Education, the program was
operating in 488 school districts and 67 agencies, and
was providing full and part day programs for 20,000
children.  Major findings include the following:

• Program participants were significantly higher in
overall development at kindergarten.

• Program participants were rated significantly
more ready to learn from kindergarten through
grade four.

• Program participants had a significantly lower
rate of grade retention from grade two through
grade four (35 percent fewer participants need-
ed to repeat a grade).

• Program participants had a significantly higher
percent of satisfactory scores on the MEAP tests
for both reading and mathematics when those

held back a grade were taken into account (24
percent more participants passed the MEAP lit-
eracy test in fourth grade and 16 percent more
passed the mathematics test).

• Parents of program participants were significantly
more involved in school activities and communi-
cation with teachers during the first three years
of school.

• No effects were found on reducing special ser-
vices received by participants or on enhancing
parents’ involvement in home activities and ex-
pectations for their child’s education.87

These outcomes are substantially
better than those produced by
Head Start, which is to be expect-
ed given the higher standards of
teacher training and teacher to
child ratios, but the design of this
study has been criticized.88

A subsequent evaluation of the
program by the High/Scope Edu-
cational Research Foundation
tracked the original 596 study par-

ticipants in middle school (from grade six through
grade eight) using data from the Center for Educa-
tional Performance and Information (CEPI) and MEAP
scores.

• There were no statistically significant differenc-
es in seventh grade MEAP scores, although pro-
gram participants were more likely to have tak-
en the MEAP on time (at their grade level).

• Participants were less likely to have been retained
in grades six, seven, and eight.  In seventh and
eighth grades, non-White participants had a sig-
nificantly lower rate of grade retention, while
there was no difference for White children.  In
eighth grade, there was a statistically significant
difference in favor of male participants, but not
female participants.

• There was no difference in school attendance
rates between participants and members of the
control group.

• In seventh grade, male participants were more
likely to take more math courses, while female
participants were less likely to take math cours-

A number of assessments of
GSRP have been done, us-
ing various approaches and
metrics.  Some analyze class-
room quality; some look at
long-term effects; some es-
timate benefits and costs.
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es than non-participants.  In eighth grade, non-
White participants took more math courses than
non-White members of the control group, but
White participants took fewer math courses than
White members of the control group.

• There was no difference in the number of sci-
ence courses taken, but children in the control
group who also had a high rate of receiving free
or reduced price lunch tended to take signifi-
cantly fewer science courses in seventh grade.

• There were no differences in Title I or at-risk
services received.

• Program participants tended to
receive more special education
services than the control group
in seventh and eighth grades
(program participants had an
average of 3.9 of the 25 quali-
fying risk factors; there was no
data on the number of risk fac-
tors experienced by the con-
trol group—a limitation of the
study).89

2005 National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER) Evaluation
A December, 2005 report on the Michigan School
Readiness Program found that:

1. The MSRP produced an increase in children’s
vocabulary scores of over 3 raw score points, 24
percent more growth over the year due to the
program (and a 6 percent increase over children’s
average vocabulary scores). This improvement
translates into an additional two months of
progress in vocabulary growth due to the pro-
gram. This outcome is particularly important
because the measure is strongly predictive of
general cognitive abilities.

2. Children who attended the MSRP scored higher
on a test of early math skills. The MSRP increased
children’s math scores by over 2 raw score points,
64 percent more growth over the year due to
the program (and a 21 percent increase over
children’s average math scores). Skills tested in-
clude basic number concepts, simple addition and
subtraction, telling time and counting money.

3. The MSRP had large effects on children’s under-
standing of print concepts. The program in-
creased children’s print awareness scores by over
22 percentage points, more than doubling growth
over the year due to the program (and a 63 per-
cent increase in children’s average print aware-
ness scores). Children who attended the MSRP
before entering kindergarten knew more letters,
more letter-sound associations and were more
familiar with words and book concepts.

4. No significant effects on a measure of children’s
skills in phonological awareness. As
this measure was relatively new, it
was difficult to determine the ex-
tent to which the result was due
to a true lack of program effects.90

The Michigan School Readiness
Program was found to produce sig-
nificant, meaningful improvements
in children’s readiness to enter kin-
dergarten, similar to the results of
other high quality programs in oth-
er states.

An Effectiveness-based Evaluation of Five
State Pre-Kindergarten Programs using
Regression-Discontinuity
This 2007 NIEER study evaluated how five higher
quality state pre-K programs affected children’s re-
ceptive vocabulary, print, and math awareness skills.
The five state programs (Michigan, New Jersey, Okla-
homa, South Carolina, and West Virginia), were “def-
initely among the better conceptualized and staffed
in the country” and “have among the highest quality
standards in the nation and thus are not nationally
representative.”  This evaluation found positive short-
term effects on cognitive development:

“To summarize the Michigan effects is easy.
PPVT scores were not affected, but math and
print awareness scores rose because of pre-K.
Students in the program scored about 1.82
points higher on the Woodcock-Johnson Applied
Problems subtest and answered 22.14 percent
more items correctly on the print awareness
measure.”91

The Michigan School Readi-
ness Program was found to
produce significant, mean-
ingful improvements in
children’s readiness to enter
kindergarten, similar to the
results of other high quality
programs in other states.
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NIEER Rankings
The National Institute for Early Education Research
annually evaluates and ranks state-funded pre-K
programs.  (According to NIEER, Hawaii, Idaho, In-
diana, Mississippi, Montana, New Hampshire, North
Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming have no
state-funded preschool programs.)  NIEER has de-
veloped ten quality benchmarks against which it
annually judges state programs:  in 2007-08, Ala-
bama and North Carolina met all ten benchmarks
and ten state programs met nine benchmarks.  Mich-
igan’s state preschool policy requirements met sev-
en of the ten quality benchmarks used by NIEER to
evaluate state-funded pre-K programs (the report
clarifies that actual practice may deviate from the
policy).  (See Table 27.)

Michigan ranked 21st of 38 states on access for four-
year-olds, 16th on state spending, and 22nd on all
reported spending.  According to NIEER, 24,091 four-
year-olds were enrolled in Michigan state-funded pre-
Kindergarten in 2008-09; this was 19.1 percent of
four-year olds (25 states have programs for three-
year-olds; Michigan offers special education only for
three-year-olds).  The State of Michigan spent
$103,250,000 on preschool in 2008-09, an average
of $4,286 per enrolled child and $71 less per child in
adjusted dollars than in the previous year.92

Cost Savings Analysis of School Readiness
Program in Michigan
A 2009 analysis prepared by Wilder Research for
the Early Childhood Investment Corporation estimat-
ed that $1.15 billion was realized in Michigan in 2009

Table 27
NIEER Quality Benchmarks and Michigan Compliance, 2009

Does Michigan
State Meet the

Policy  Requirement  Benchmark Requirement
Early learning standards Comprehensive Comprehensive Yes

Teacher degree BA BA Yes

Teacher specialized training See note 1   Specializing in pre-K Yes

Assistant teacher degree CDA or equivalent CDA or equivalent Yes

Teacher in-service See note 2   At least 15 hours/year  No

Maximum class size 18 20 Yes

Staff-child ratios 1:8 1:10 or better Yes

Screening/referral and  Vision, hearing, Vision, hearing, Yes
  support services health, developmental health & at least

& support services one support service

Meals Snack At least 1/day No

Monitoring Other monitoring Site visits No

Note 1: Michigan requirements are: EE certification and ECE endorsement (public); EE certification
and CEC endorsement or CDA, or BA in CD (nonpublic)

Note 2: Michigan requirements are: 6 semester credit hours/5 years (certified staff); 12 clock
hours/year (other staff)

Source:  National Institute for Early Education Research, State Preschool Yearbook, The State of
Preschool 2009.
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from cost savings and revenues that resulted from
investments in school readiness over the past 25
years.93  These benefits were generated by current
school children who received early education servic-
es and by young adults who have been more suc-
cessful because of school readiness.  The analysis
ascribed estimated benefits to schools, taxpayers,
or the general public.  The components of the esti-
mated cost savings and revenues, and the benefi-
ciaries, were as follows:

Schools
$221 million in K-12 savings:

• $136 million in reduced
spending because fewer K-
12 students repeated a
grade

• $69 million in reduced spe-
cial education spending for
disabilities that have been
prevented or ameliorated
through early intervention
such as mild or moderate
speech or language prob-
lems, cognitive impairment,
specific learning disabilities, emotional impair-
ment, and other health problems

• $16 million in reduced costs of replacing
teachers who leave their jobs due to dissat-
isfaction with working conditions related to
student behavior or performance that are
influenced by improved school readiness

• Moreover, school budgets are higher by an
estimated $125 million, funding they would
have lost if more current students prepared
by early education had dropped out. This
amount isn’t counted with the other benefits
to Michigan because, technically, the schools
get more money but it is merely a transfer
from the taxpayers, thus netting to zero for
the state as a whole.

Taxpayers
$584 million in reduced government spend-
ing and increased tax revenues:

• $214 million in juvenile corrections, which in-
cludes reduced costs to arrest, adjudicate,
and detain juvenile offenders

• $106 million in reduced substantiated child
abuse and neglect, including the costs of out-
of-home placement

• $94 million in adult criminal justice, which
includes reduced costs to arrest, process, and
incarcerate adult offenders

• $66 million in reduced spending by the state
on welfare (TANF) and Medicaid due to the
improved employment outcomes for disad-
vantaged children who have reached adult-
hood

• $40 million in reduced unemployment bene-
fits due to improved employment
outcomes for disadvantaged chil-
dren who have reached adulthood
• $31 million in reduced child
care subsidies for families who are
eligible for child care subsidy pay-
ments but do not use the subsidy
while their children are enrolled in
the early education program
• $33 million in increased in-
come tax and sales tax revenue
due to both higher wages for dis-

advantaged children who have reached adult-
hood and higher productivity of parents while
their children are enrolled in early education
programs

The public
$347 million in reduced social costs to the
public:

• $162 million in reduced tangible losses to
victims of violent crimes and property offens-
es committed by juveniles

• $97 million in reduced tangible losses to vic-
tims of violent crimes and property offenses
committed by adults

• $74 million in increased productivity and in-
comes of employed parents while their chil-
dren are enrolled in early education programs

• $14 million in health savings due to reduced
alcohol and drug abuse among teenagers and
adults who benefited from school readiness
programs when they were children94

A 2009 analysis estimated
that $1.15 billion was real-
ized in Michigan in 2009
from cost savings and rev-
enues that resulted from in-
vestments in school readi-
ness over the past 25 years.
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According to this analysis, there were about 80,000
adults, age 18 to 29, in the Michigan labor force
who were high school graduates who would proba-
bly have dropped out of school if not for Michigan’s
investment in their school readiness. “These people
contribute more to state government than they use
in government services, but had they not graduated
they would have been a net fiscal drain on the state.

The estimated economic impact of
these adults is about $1.3 billion
annually, including the $584 mil-
lion described above in reduced
government spending and in-
creased tax revenues and at least
$700 million in additional wages
they have generated.”

Using an estimate of 35,000 four-
year–old Michigan children who
were eligible but not served by Head Start or GSRP,
this study placed the cost of not investing in school
readiness for all disadvantaged children at $598 mil-
lion annually.  These costs were described as follows:

$115 million in K-12 spending:
• $71 million in grade repetition
• $36 million in preventable special education

spending
• $8 million in teacher turnover

$303 million in increased government spend-
ing and decreased tax revenues:

• $111 million in juvenile corrections
• $55 million in child welfare
• $49 million in adult criminal justice
• $35 million in public assistance (state por-

tion of TANF and Medicaid)
• $21 million in unemployment benefits
• $16 million in child care subsidies
• $16 million in lost income and sales tax revenue

$180 million in increased social costs:
• $84 million losses to victims of juvenile crime
• $51 million losses to victims of adult crime
• $38 million in decreased productivity of em-

ployed parents

• $7 million in reduced health costs (alcohol,
drug abuse)

The cost of expanding GSRP to all eligible children
was estimated at $236 million, which is $362 million
less than the estimated costs associated with not
expanding the program.95

Examples of Other
Approaches to Pre-K

State-funded preschool programs
that demonstrate different ap-
proaches include Oklahoma’s uni-
versal preschool program, New
Jersey’s Abbott Preschool Program,
and North Carolina’s More at Four
Program, all of which are described
in greater detail in the following
sections.  An example of a school

district initiative to integrate pre-K into a district wide
educational goal is provided by Montgomery Coun-
ty, Maryland.  Descriptions of these programs are in
Appendix B.

Funding for State Pre-K Programs

Michigan allocates funding for its formula-based pre-
K program from the School Aid Fund, and for the
much smaller competitive program from the Gener-
al Fund.  Most states that have state funded pre-K
programs appropriate from their general funds to
support the program.  In 2008, 11 states and the
District of Columbia allocated pre-K funds through
their school funding formulas.

Some states utilize dedicated funding from lotteries,
gaming revenues, tobacco settlement money, and spe-
cial taxes.  Arkansas uses a sales tax on beer.  Georgia
and Tennessee use lottery revenues to support both
pre-K and college scholarships; North Carolina also uses
lottery revenues to fund pre-K.  Missouri uses non-
lottery gaming revenue to support pre-K.  California
dedicates a portion of its cigarette tax to its pre-K pro-
gram.  Kansas has used tobacco settlement money to
supplement funding for pre-K.  One percent of the state
sales tax is dedicated to education, including grants to
pre-K, in South Carolina.

Michigan allocates funding
for its formula-based pre-K
program from the School
Aid Fund, and for the much
smaller competitive pro-
gram from the General
Fund.



EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

C i t i z e n s  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l  o f  M i c h i g a n 49

States including Minnesota, Nebraska, North Caroli-
na, South Carolina, and Washington have solicited
funding from the private sector, including founda-
tions and corporations, to support pre-K programs.96

A number of states including Michigan have reduced
or eliminated funding for pre-K programs as part of
efforts to balance budgets threatened by the “Great
Recession.”  Alabama eliminated its state supplement
for Head Start.  Connecticut reduced funding for its
School Readiness Program and state funded Head Start.
Illinois reduced funding for its Pre-K for All program.
Louisiana cut funding for the LA 4 Preschool program.
Massachusetts reduced funding for
early education and child care.  Mich-
igan reduced funding for the com-
petitive portion of the Great Start
Readiness Program.  New Jersey re-
duced funding for its preschool pro-
gram.  Ohio eliminated funding for
the Early Learning Initiative pre-
school program for poor children.
Washington reduced funding for the
Early Childhood Education and As-
sistance Program.97  The slower than expected recov-
ery may result in additional states reducing funding for
programs intended to improve school readiness, and/
or further reductions by states that have already made
cuts, but most states have chosen to protect or in-
crease funding for early learning programs.

Meta Analysis of State Pre-K Programs

In addition to funding sources, state pre-K programs
vary in many other ways—access and availability,
target population, providers, schedules, teacher qual-
ifications, staff to child ratio, class sizes, curriculum,
expectations, standards, linkages—and evaluations
of these programs also differ in approach and qual-
ity.  A 2004 Yale University study of state pre-K pro-
gram evaluations98 found 14 evaluations that met
their quality criteria, including an appropriate con-
trol group.  Two of the evaluations (of the Georgia
and Oklahoma programs) were of universal access
programs, while the rest targeted at-risk
preschoolers.  Unfortunately, not all studies evaluat-
ed the same program impacts.

In general, positive effects in overall development
were commonly found at the end of pre-kindergar-

ten, and were sustained to kindergarten.  Signifi-
cant effects were most commonly found in the do-
mains of development in social, self-help, language,
and literacy and numeracy skills.

• Of five studies that evaluated impacts on chil-
dren’s behavior problems, only Florida reported
a significant positive impact as late as fourth
grade.

• Of five studies (including Michigan) that evalu-
ated attendance, four found significant impacts
that persisted well beyond school entry (Mary-
land reported a sizable impact at tenth grade).

• Of three studies that evaluat-
ed grades earned in math and read-
ing, only Washington found a sig-
nificant impact, only for math and
only in first grade.
• Of eight evaluations that re-
ported academic achievement test
scores, all except D.C.’s reported
statistically significant impacts on
academic achievement tests at one

or more grade levels.
• Of seven states that reported retention rates (be-

ing held back in a grade), all reported significant
positive impacts for pre-K participants.

• With the exception of Maryland, few significant
differences were found in special education re-
ferral and placement rates in the eight evalua-
tions that reported this outcome.99

Michigan reported statistically significant effects in
both literacy and math at fourth grade: 24 percent
more pre-kindergarten participants passed the Mich-
igan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) liter-
acy test and 16 percent more passed the mathe-
matics test.  Michigan was one of four states that
reported parental involvement in the child’s subse-
quent education: Michigan parents of pre-K students
reported greater involvement in school activities and
teacher-parent communications.  (Texas also report-
ed positive effects on this metric.)

The Michigan pre-K program appears to be relative-
ly successful, given the general ineffectiveness of
most states’ pre-K programs.

The Michigan pre-K
program appears to be
relatively successful, given
the general ineffectiveness
of most states’ pre-K
programs.
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The American education system was one of the as-
sets that made this nation the richest in the world,
but recent reports provide disquieting information
about our nation’s human capital now and in the
near future:

• In 2007, 40.4 percent of adults aged 25 to 34 in
the United States had an associate degree or
higher, and the U.S. ranked 12th in the world on
this metric.  In Canada, 55.8 percent of adults
ages 25 to 34 had an associate degree or higher.
Other countries that had larger percentages of
young adults with degrees than
the U.S. were South Korea,
Russia, Japan, New Zealand,
Ireland, Norway, Israel, France,
Belgium, and Australia.100

• About 47 percent of U.S. high
school graduates in the class
of 2010 took the ACT college
entrance exam, and only 24
percent of those taking the test
scored high enough in math,
reading, English, and science
to indicate that they would pass
entry-level college courses.101

• Only four percent of Black stu-
dents and 11 percent of Hispanic students met
the ACT’s benchmarks for college readiness in
all four subject areas tested.  This compares to
30 percent of White students and 39 percent of
Asian students who met benchmarks in all four
areas.  In math, 13 percent of Black students
and 27 percent of Hispanic students met the col-
lege-ready benchmark of 22, compared with 52
percent of White students and 68 percent of Asian
students.102

• Only 12 percent of Black fourth grade boys are
proficient in reading, compared with 38 percent
of White boys, and only 12 percent of Black
eighth grade boys are proficient in math, com-
pared to 44 percent of White boys.  African-Amer-
ican boys drop out of high school at twice the
rate of White boys, and their SAT scores are an
average of 104 points lower.103

• In 1999, Michigan median household income
ranked 16th highest of the 50 states.  The 2009
American Community Survey found Michigan
ranked 35th in median household income and 37th

in the percentage of people over 25 who have
completed a Bachelor’s degree, a realignment
of education and income that reflected the state’s
loss of high wage, low skill manufacturing and
construction jobs.104

If Michigan and the United States are to be success-
ful, we must improve educational outcomes for all of

our citizens.  The achievement gap
described in this paper raises a host
of questions:  To what degree
should parents be held accountable
for ensuring that their children have
the knowledge and skills necessary
to start kindergarten?  What is the
state’s/taxpayers’ responsibility to
reduce children’s educational and
social deficits at the start of kinder-
garten?  What guidelines should be
used to identify the children most
at need of intervention before they
enter kindergarten?  What kinds of
programs are most effective in re-
ducing the achievement gap?

Should the state lower the minimum age for starting
school?  And, in an age of shrinking public resources,
what is the most cost effective approach to address
the problem?

Reforms that target high school students, such as
adoption of a common core curriculum and raising
the age at which a student may drop out of school,
may be intervening too late to help many children.
To improve the odds for disadvantaged children, in-
tervention must start much earlier—even earlier than
kindergarten.

Most children who enter kindergarten without basic
early literacy skills never catch up to their peers,
and children who have not already developed some
basic literacy skills when they enter school are three
to four times more likely to drop out.  A 2005 anal-

Summary and Conclusions

Most children who enter
kindergarten without basic
early literacy skills never
catch up to their peers, and
children who have not al-
ready developed some ba-
sic literacy skills when they
enter school are three to
four times more likely to
drop out.
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ysis by Princeton Professor Cecilia Rouse estimated
that each high school dropout costs the nation about
$260,000 over the course of his or her lifetime.105

These disadvantaged children often share a history
and a set of characteristics that allow early identifi-
cation and intervention.  The the-
ory, timing, structure, and cost of
intervention have been informed
by research on the developing
brain.

Early experiences determine
whether a child’s developing brain
architecture provides a strong or
weak foundation for all future
learning, behavior, and health.
The brain is composed of billions
of highly integrated sets of neural circuits (i.e.,
connections among brain cells) that are “wired”
under the interactive influences of genetics, en-
vironment, and experience. Genes determine
when circuits are formed, but a child’s experi-
ences shape how that formation unfolds. Chil-
dren develop in an environment of relationships
that begins within their family, extends into their
community, and is affected by broader social and
economic resources. From early infancy, they nat-
urally reach out for interaction through such be-
haviors as babbling, making facial expressions,
and uttering words, and they develop best when
caring adults respond in warm, individualized,
and stimulating ways. In contrast, when the en-
vironment is impoverished, neglectful, or abu-
sive, the result can be a lifetime of increased
risk for impairment in learning, behavior, and
health.

Because brain architecture and skills are built
continuously over time, policies that promote
healthy development throughout the early years
create a foundation for later school achievement,
economic productivity, responsible citizenship,
and successful parenting. For children at unusu-
ally high risk, neuroscience provides a compel-
ling argument for beginning programs at birth, if
not prenatally, since a substantial amount of brain
circuitry is constructed very early in life. Devel-
opmental research shows that children master
different skills at different ages, which suggests
that opportunities for a variety of effective inter-
ventions are present throughout early child-
hood.106

A number of demonstration projects have proven
that high quality, evidence based, early childhood
education can ameliorate some disadvantages, in-
crease lifetime earnings and decrease dependency
on public services.  Very high quality, comprehen-

sive early childhood education has
been shown to have lifelong bene-
fits for children that persist even
40 years later.

According to one Harvard Univer-
sity report, the principal elements
of programs that have consistent-
ly produced positive impacts in-
clude the following:

• highly skilled teachers;
• small class sizes and high adult-to-child ratios;
• age-appropriate curricula and stimulating mate-

rials in a safe physical setting;
• a language-rich environment;
• warm, responsive interactions between staff and

children; and
• high and consistent levels of child participation.107

For disadvantaged children, a program that focuses
on both the child and the parent(s) who are experi-
encing adversity is most likely to be effective.

It is unfair, impractical, and uneconomic, to condemn
a five-year-old child to failure because of the cir-
cumstance into which he or she was born.  Early
childhood programs including Head Start and Mich-
igan’s Great Start Readiness Program are designed
to sever the link between childhood poverty and poor
outcomes in lifelong learning, behavior, and health,
by supplementing the role of the family in early child-
hood nurturing and education.  Unfortunately, scaled-
up, publicly funded pre-K programs have been less
effective than the intense demonstration programs.
The most recent evaluation of the federal Head Start
program found minimal effects.  State funded pre-K
programs including GSRP provide safe environments
for children, and may allow parents to work, but the
real justification for public investment in these pro-
grams relates to their educational and developmen-
tal effectiveness and their long-term impacts.

It is unfair, impractical, and
uneconomic, to condemn a
five-year-old child to failure
because of the circum-
stance into which he or she
was born.
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Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program serves only
eligible four-year-old children, raising the issue of
whether the program should be expanded to include
a component for three-year-old children, or for those
even younger.  Other issues include the adequacy of
funding and standards, the criteria used to deter-
mine eligibility, whether funding should be restrict-
ed to public school districts, and whether all tradi-
tional public school districts should be required to
participate in the program.  Strengthening GSRP to
more closely follow successful demonstration
projects, including home visits and family engage-
ment, implementing higher standards that are bet-
ter integrated with K-12 expecta-
tions, and expanding access to the
program, could be a better use of
scarce state resources.

High quality pre-K programs may
not increase IQ over the long term
(although very early interventions
do appear to raise IQ, especially
for girls), but they do affect moti-
vation, emotional stability, self con-
trol, and sociability, all of which are
equally important to the choices an
individual makes throughout his or her life.  High
quality pre-K improves the odds that children will
become successful adults, and reduces the societal
costs associated with poor school performance, crime
and incarceration, unemployment and welfare.

Investing in disadvantaged young children raises the
productivity of society at large, according to James
Heckman and Dimitriy Masterov, and is more effec-
tive than interventions that come later in life.108  Fac-
tors such as high school graduation, teenage preg-
nancy and parenting skills, citizenship and
employment, crime and incarceration, are reflected
in the relative health of communities, and finally in
the human capital and strength of the nation.109

While the potential future benefits of high quality
preschool programs for disadvantaged children has
been demonstrated, policy makers faced with acute
current budget challenges may be tempted to re-

duce funding for state pre-K programs to save mon-
ey in the short term in a way that has no immediate-
ly visible costs.  NIEER estimates that 19 states will
have cut about $350 million in funding for pre-K pro-
grams in the fiscal year 2009 through 2011 peri-
od.110  Timothy Bartik of the Upjohn Institute notes
that while there are limited short term economic
benefits, the annual earning effects of pre-K pro-
grams on former program participants do not ex-
ceed the annual costs until at least 20 years later.111

Limited resources force very difficult decisions about
quality of, and access to, publicly funded pre-kin-

dergarten and kindergarten.  Tra-
ditional metrics, which count in-
puts (cost per child, teacher
credentials, adult-child ratios) rath-
er than outputs (school readiness),
should be revised to enable effec-
tive programs to be replicated and
ineffective programs to be revised.
Low quality programs are ineffec-
tive, but cost less and often pro-
vide a politically expedient means
to cut public funding.  Targeting
the most at-risk children at young-

er ages may be more effective, but increases pro-
gram costs.  Limiting the pre-K program to the most
disadvantaged, or kindergarten to half day, may limit
costs, but without adequate explanations of the long-
er term benefits, may also reduce public support.
Universal access to pre-K may expand public sup-
port, but drain resources from other essential edu-
cation programs.

Extraordinary budget challenges facing the State of
Michigan have forced policy makers to make diffi-
cult decisions about the best use of limited resourc-
es.  At the same time, the state’s leaders are acutely
aware of the need to improve the future economic
competitiveness of this state, and of the importance
of an educated work force to economic competitive-
ness.  High quality pre-K programs targeted at dis-
advantaged three and four-year-olds and high qual-
ity, all day kindergarten may be the best investment
in the state’s human capital.

High quality pre-K improves
the odds that children will
become successful adults,
and reduces the societal
costs associated with poor
school performance, crime
and incarceration, unem-
ployment and welfare.



EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

C i t i z e n s  R e s e a r c h  C o u n c i l  o f  M i c h i g a n 53

R E A D I N G
Word Recognition and Word Study
Phonemic Awareness
• Demonstrate phonemic awareness by the wide

range of sound manipulation competencies
including sound blending and deletion.

• Recognize that words are composed of sounds
blended together and carry meaning.

Phonics
• Understand the alphabetic principle, that

sounds in words are expressed
• by the letters of the alphabet.
• Use grapho-phonemic (letter-sound) cues to

recognize a few one-syllable words when
presented completely out of context. Begin to
associate letters and sounds, particularly initial
and final consonants.

Word Recognition
• Automatically recognize a small number (about

18) of frequently
• encountered, personally meaningful words in

print.
• Make progress in automatically recognizing a

few of the 220 Dolch basic
• sight words.
• Follow familiar written text while pointing to

matching words.
• Narrow possibilities in predicting words using

initial letters/sounds (phonics), patterns of
language (syntactic), and picture clues (se-
mantic).

• Know the meanings of words encountered
frequently in grade-level reading and oral
language contexts.

Vocabulary
• In context, determine the meaning of a few

words, familiar and repeated phrases including
objects, actions, concepts, content vocabulary,
and literary terms, using strategies and re-
sources including picture clues, prediction, and
other people.

Fluency
• Automatically apply the following aspects of

fluency: naming of letters, association of
letters and their sounds, recognition of a few
words both when encountered in context and
isolation, and demonstrating understanding of
concepts of print.

Narrative Text
• Become familiar with classic, multicultural, and

contemporary literature
• recognized for quality and literary merit that

represents our common heritage as well as
cultures from around the world.

• Identify the basic form and purpose of a
variety of narrative genre

• including stories, nursery rhymes, poetry, and
songs.

• Discuss setting, characters, and events in
narrative text.

• Identify how authors/illustrators use literary
devices including pictures

• and illustrations to support the understanding
of settings and characters.

• Respond to individual and multiple texts by
finding evidence, discussing, illustrating, and/
or writing to reflect, make meaning, and make
connections.

Informational Text
• Identify and describe the basic form and

purpose of a variety of informational genre
including environmental text, concept books,
and picture books.

• With teacher guidance, discuss informational
text patterns including descriptive and sequen-
tial.

• Explain how authors use text features includ-
ing pictures, illustrations, and icons to enhance
the understanding of key ideas presented in
descriptive (definitions, enumeration) and
sequential (directions, steps, procedures)
organizational patterns.

Appendix A
Kindergarten Content Expectations:  English Language Arts
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• Respond to individual and multiple texts by
finding evidence, discussing, illustrating, and/
or writing to reflect, make meaning, and make
connections.

Comprehension
• Begin to make text-to-self and text-to-text

connections and comparisons by activating
prior knowledge and connecting personal
knowledge and experience to ideas in text
through oral and written responses.

• Retell up to three events from familiar text
using their own words or phrasing.

• Begin to make connections across texts by
making meaningful predictions based on
illustrations or portions of texts.

• Apply significant knowledge from grade-level
science, social studies, and mathematics texts.

Metacognition
• Self-monitor comprehension when reading or

listening to familiar text by using simple strate-
gies to increase comprehension including
making credible predictions based on illustra-
tions.

• Construct and convey meaning using strategies
including story grammar to identify the au-
thor’s perspective (e.g., first, second, and third
person) and sorting and ordering information.

Critical Standards
• Recognize how to assess personal writing and

the writing of others with teacher supervision.

Reading Attitude
• Become enthusiastic about reading and learn-

ing how to read.
• Choose books, book activities, word play, and

writing on their own during free time in school
and at home.

W R I T I N G
Writing Genre
• Write a brief personal narrative using pictures,

words, word-like clusters, and/or sentences as
support.

• Approximate poetry, using copy change and
teacher guidance, based on reading a wide
variety of grade-appropriate poetry.

• Write a brief informational piece such as a
page for a class book using drawings, words,
word-like clusters, and/or sentences.

• Contribute to a class research project by
adding relevant information to a class book
including gathering information from teacher-
selected resources and using the writing
process to develop the project.

Writing Process
• With teacher assistance, consider the audi-

ence’s reaction as they plan narrative or
informational writing.

• Brainstorm to generate and structure ideas for
narrative or informational writing.

• Draft focused ideas using semi-phonetic
spelling to represent narrative and information-
al text when writing, incorporating pictures,
and drawings.

• Attempt to revise writing based on reading it
aloud, requesting suggestions and clarifications
that support meaning.

Personal Style
• Develop originality in oral, written, and visual

messages in both narrative (e.g., natural
language, expressed sentiment, original ideas)
and informational writing (e.g., listing, naming,
describing).

Spelling
• In the context of writing, correctly spell a small

number (about 18) of frequently encountered
and personally meaningful words.

• In the context of writing, correctly spell less
frequently encountered words, relying on
structural cues (beginning and simpler ending
sounds) and environmental sources (word
wall, word lists).

Handwriting
• Form upper and lowercase manuscript letters.
• Leave space between words and word-like

clusters of letters.
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• Write from left to right and top to bottom.

Writing Attitude
• Be enthusiastic about writing and learning to

write.

S P E A K I N G
Conventions
• Explore and use language to communicate

with a variety of audiences and for different
purposes including problem-solving, explain-
ing, looking for solutions, constructing relation-
ships, and expressing courtesies.

• Speak clearly and audibly in complete, coher-
ent sentences and use sound effects or illustra-
tions for dramatic effect in narrative and
informational presentations.

• Present in standard American English if it is
their fi rst language. (Students whose first
language is not English will present in their
developing version of standard American
English.)

• Understand, providing examples of how lan-
guage differs from playground and classroom
as a function of linguistic and cultural group
membership.

Discourse
• Engage in substantive conversations, remain-

ing focused on subject matter, with interchang-
es beginning to build on prior responses in
literature discussions, paired conversations, or
other interactions.

• Briefly tell or retell about familiar experiences
or interests focusing on basic story grammar
or main ideas and key details.

• Respond to multiple text types by reflecting,
making meaning, and making connections.

• Plan and deliver presentations using a descrip-
tive informational organizational pattern
providing several facts and details to make
their point clearly and audibly.

L I S T E N I N G  &  V I E W I N G
Conventions
• Understand and follow one- and two-step

directions.

• Ask appropriate questions during a presenta-
tion or report.

• Listen to or view knowledgeably while demon-
strating appropriate social skills of audience
behaviors (e.g., eye contact, attentive, sup-
portive) in small and large group settings;
listen to each other, interact, and respond
appropriately.

• Begin to evaluate messages they experience,
learning to differentiate between sender and
receiver.

Response
• Listen to or view knowledgeably and discuss a

variety of genre.
• Listen to or view knowledgeably, and respond

thoughtfully to both classic and contemporary
texts recognized for quality and literary merit.

• Respond to multiple text types listened to or
viewed knowledgeably, by discussing, drawing,
and/or writing in order to reflect, make mean-
ing, and make connections.

Kindergarten Content Expectations:  Mathe-
matics

NUMBER AND OPERATIONS
Count, write, and order numbers
• Count objects in sets up to 30.*
• Use one-to-one correspondence to compare

and order sets of objects to 30 using phrases
such as “same number”, “more than”, or “less
than”; use counting and matching.

• Compare and order numbers to 30 using
phrases such as “more than” or “less than.”

• Read and write numbers to 30 and connect
them to the quantities they represent.*

• Count orally to 100 by ones. Count to 30 by
2’s, 5’s and10’s using grouped objects as
needed.

Compose and decompose numbers
• Understand the numbers 1 to 30 as having

one, or two, or three groups of ten and some
ones. Also count by tens with objects in ten-
groups to 100.
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• Compose and decompose numbers from 2 to
10, e.g., 5 = 4 + 1 = 2 + 3, with attention to
the additive structure of number systems, e.g.,
6 is one more than 5, 7 is one more than 6.*

• Describe and make drawings to represent
situations/stories involving putting together
and taking apart for totals up to 10; use finger
and object counting.

Add and subtract numbers
• Record mathematical thinking by writing

simple addition and subtraction sentences,
e.g., 7 + 2 = 9, 10 - 8 = 2.

Explore number patterns
• Create, describe, and extend simple number

patterns.

MEASUREMENT
Explore concepts of time
• Know and use the common words for the parts

of the day (morning, afternoon, evening,
night) and relative time (yesterday, today,
tomorrow, last week, next year).

• Identify tools that measure time (clocks mea-
sure hours and minutes; calendars measure
days, weeks, and months).

• Identify daily landmark times to the nearest
hour (lunchtime is 12 o’clock; bedtime is 8
o’clock).

Explore other measurement attributes
• Compare two or more objects by length,

weight and capacity, e.g., which is shorter,
longer, taller?

• Compare length and weight of objects by
comparing to reference objects, and use terms
such as shorter, longer, taller, lighter, heavier.

GEOMETRY
Create, explore, and describe shapes
• Relate familiar three-dimensional objects inside

and outside the classroom to their geometric
name, e.g., ball/sphere, box/cube, soup can/
cylinder, ice cream cone/cone, refrigerator/
prism.

• Identify, sort, and classify objects by attribute
and identify objects that do not belong in a
particular group.

Explore geometric patterns
• Create, describe, and extend simple geometric

patterns.

Kindergarten content expectations for science,
social science, physical education, and health can
be accessed on the Michigan Department of
Education website, www.michigan.gov/mde.
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Appendix B
Examples of Other States’ Pre-K Programs

school districts (Abbott districts).  The program,
which concentrates funding for educating low-income
children in the 31 neediest districts, was developed
in response to a New Jersey Supreme Court school
funding case, Abbott v. Burke, with the goal of clos-
ing the achievement gap in urban, low-income dis-
tricts.  The Court established basic program stan-
dards that included a maximum class size of 15,
certified teachers with early childhood expertise,
assistant teachers in every classroom, comprehen-
sive services and a developmentally appropriate cur-
riculum designed to meet learning standards.  The
state program went beyond the court required stan-
dards to include wraparound services and summer
school.  Teachers are paid on the same scale as public
school teachers, and dedicated staff work with par-
ents and the community.  The full day, full year pro-
gram is available for up to ten hours per day, 245
days per year, and includes health screenings.

The Abbott Preschool Program began in 1999-2000
and by 2008-09 grew to serve more than 43,775
three and four year old children in a mix of settings
that includes public schools, private child care cen-
ters, and Head Start agencies.  The 2009 Abbott
Preschool Program Longitudinal Effects Study eval-
uated outcome data at the end of first and second
grade for the 2004-05 cohort of Abbott Preschool
Program attendees.  The study found that overall in
language, literacy, and mathematics, effects for one
year of Abbott pre-K through second grade were
about 0.20 percent of one standard deviation, which
was enough to move a child from the 50th to the 57th

percentile (enough to move a child up past seven
percent of the population).  For language and math,
the effects of two years of Abbott pre-K were enough
to move a child from the 50th to the 67th percentile.
Further, by second grade, grade repetition was 10.7
percent for children who did not attend the program,
7.2 percent for those who attended for one year,
and 5.3 percent for those who attended for two
years.114

New Jersey started restricting eligibility in 2006.
Before 2007, any family living in an Abbot school

Oklahoma Universal Preschool Program

Because high quality preschool programs benefit all
children, states including Oklahoma, New York, Flor-
ida, Georgia, Illinois, Massachusetts, and West Vir-
ginia have adopted legislation that calls for univer-
sal preschool, although none have achieved the
goal.112

Universal programs are available to anyone who
wants his or her child to attend, either for free or on
a subsidized basis (they are not compulsory).  Uni-
versal public preschool programs can be provided
by school districts, non-profits, for-profits, and faith-
based organizations.

Oklahoma, which began its universal preschool in
1998, served 71 percent of four-year-olds in 2008-
09.  When special education and Head Start enroll-
ments were included, about 90 percent of Oklaho-
ma children were served.  Instructors had bachelor’s
degrees and an early childhood education certificate,
there were assistant teachers in every classroom,
and classes were limited to 20 children.

Researchers from Georgetown University’s Center for
Research on Children in the United States have ob-
served every preschool class in Tulsa, and report
gains of three to seven months in early literacy and
math development for participating children enter-
ing kindergarten, compared to children who did not
attend the program.  Students from all racial and
economic backgrounds showed gains, with Hispanic
children demonstrating the largest gains.  “The
team’s data suggests the teacher plays a large role
in the success of students.  Higher quality instruc-
tion tends to occur in classrooms in which the teacher
had a high undergraduate grade point average,
majored in early childhood education, had more years
of experience in the classroom, and followed a more
structured curriculum.”113

New Jersey Abbott Preschool Project

This New Jersey program provides high quality pre-
school education in the state’s 31 highest poverty
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district could participate; after 2007, eligibility was
restricted to families at or below 300 percent of the
federal poverty level.  In 2009, eligibility was re-
stricted to families at or beloPre-K Now, The Pew
Center for the States, Education Reform Series, A
Matter of Degrees: Preparing Teachers for the Pre-K
Classroom, March 2010

w 250 percent of the federal poverty level, and start-
ing in September, 2010, eligibility was restricted to
families at or below 200 percent of the federal pov-
erty level (families that were previously enrolled will
be grandfathered in under the old rules).  Only the
poorest families now receive wraparound services,
and parents  have to prove they either have a job or
are attending school.115

North Carolina More at Four Program

The North Carolina “More at Four” program for at-
risk four-year-olds, which was implemented in 2001-
02, is viewed as a state economic development strat-
egy.  State standards relate to staff qualifications,
class size (maximum of 18), teacher-child ratios (one
to nine), child care licensing, curriculum, and provi-
sion of other program services.  Teachers must hold
a bachelor’s degree and birth-kindergarten or pre-
school add-on license; teaching assistants must hold
a CDA.  Program standards are aligned with and
support K-12 standards; classrooms must use a re-
search based curriculum that has appropriate aca-
demic emphasis.  There is an emphasis on on-going
family involvement.

The program targets children in families below 75
percent of the state median income or 300 percent
of federal poverty status, and those meeting desig-
nated risk factors (limited English proficiency, dis-
abled, chronic health conditions, and developmen-
tal/educational need).  The state provides funds for
classroom-based programs at sites including public
schools, Head Start, and for profit and nonprofit child
care centers that meet quality standards.  This pre-
school program is provided for six to six-and-a half
hours per day for a ten-month school year; it oper-
ates on a school day and school calendar basis.  Pro-
viders may not charge for the More at Four pro-
gram, but may charge for wrap-around services.

More at Four served about 32,000 of the state’s four-
year-olds in 2010.

According to the state’s own evaluation,

Children in the More at Four Program have con-
tinued to exhibit patterns of substantial growth
across key school readiness skills in the areas of
language/literacy, math, general knowledge, and
social skills. While the children at greatest risk
had lower scores in most skill areas both at en-
try into the program and at the end of the school
year, they made gains at the same rate as other
children. For children with lower levels of En-
glish proficiency, the program had even greater
benefits. While they similarly exhibited lower
scores in both the fall and spring, these children
made even greater progress over the pre-k year
than children at higher proficiency levels. More-
over, the associations found between skills in
English and Spanish for Spanish-speaking English
language learners in particular suggest that sup-
porting children’s home language in their pre-k
classrooms may enhance their acquisition of
school readiness skills. As the More at Four Pro-
gram has continued to expand, one concern has
been whether quality would be maintained. Al-
though the overall quality of classroom practices
has remained relatively high, it is still not quite
as high as in the early years of More at Four in
some areas. Taken as a whole, however, the ev-
idence suggests that children are benefiting
across the range of classroom experiences pro-
vided, in ways that help prepare them for great-
er success in school.116

Montgomery County Public Schools

The Montgomery County, Maryland school district
implemented a district wide, integrated, early learn-
ing strategy that linked specific goals for high school
graduation and college readiness with pre-K pro-
grams.  The plan aligned the instructional activities
of early learning teachers, specialists, and staff to
the system-wide goal of college readiness, then to
specific early learning strategies with an emphasis
on foundational skills that tied directly to the dis-
trict’s core plan for improving student learning.  The
plan was based on four essential components:

• More time is critical for the youngest learners.
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• Time must be spent on standards-based activi-
ties.

• Consistency at the same school matters.
• Involve parents and community to support early

learning.

Part of the challenge in building alliances and coor-
dinating a diverse set of early education providers
was met through the development of a collabora-
tion council, a comprehensive plan for early child-
hood education in the county, and a children’s agen-
da of seven actionable goals.  Bringing the separate
public and private programs into a coherent service
delivery system with shared expectations, common
standards, and uniform high quality pedagogy in-
volved kindergarten, Head Start, district funded pre-
K, state funded centers that offer wraparound ser-
vices to young children and their families, and special

education pre-K programs.  The process included
adopting aligned standards based curriculum; school
level meetings of school, Head Start and district pre-
K staff; and building strong school-family partner-
ships that can include referrals and home visits.

Head Start and pre-K teachers are regular district
teachers, with professional development opportuni-
ties, a peer assistance and review system, and ac-
cess to high quality curricula and materials.  Stu-
dent progress is measured and teachers are held
accountable.

The percentage of third and fifth graders reading
at the proficient or above level increased steadily
from 2003 through 2009, with more rapid progress
for African-American and Hispanic students.
Though an achievement gap still remains, it has
narrowed considerably.117
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