
A Publication of the National Institute for Early Education Research
October/November 2006 Volume 4, No. 6

NIEER

A Fresh Approach 
to Inclusion 

PAGE 3 

Why Cities 
Fight For UPK

PAGE  4

FUNDED BY

m a t t e r s

             



More than one talk show
xenophobe has suggested the
recently arrived 300 millionth
American was probably born
to immigrant parents. Nobody
knows if that is so since the
arrival of Number 300 Million
was really a public relations
exercise aimed at recognizing
we recently became 300 
million strong. 

It’s important when
thinking about this to
emphasize that last word—
strong. The anti-immigration
crowd wants us to believe 
the rising number of children
from foreign-born parents is

a sign of weakness—more
kids for the public to educate
and support.

The facts don’t square
with this view. Let’s say for
the sake of argument that
Number 300 Million is a girl
born in East Los Angeles to
parents who emigrated there
from Mexico. While she is
important to mom and dad
for personal reasons, she is
important to retiring baby
boomers and the Wall Street
stock analysts for economic
ones.

That’s because, with a 
little help on the education

front, Number 300 Million
can help fuel the economic
growth and workplace pro-
ductivity needed to maintain
a positive Social Security 
balance and keep U.S. com-
panies competitive. Were it
not for her and others like
her, we would face the same
troubling picture that con-
fronts countries like France,
Belgium and Germany. 

Fertility rates there are
now below replacement level.
Barring some intervention,
these countries are unlikely
to have a future labor force
sufficient to maintain cur-
rent rates of economic
growth and meet pension
and public health obligations.

This is a huge problem.
According to the Organization
for Economic Cooperation
and Development’s just-
released Starting Strong II
report, it’s widespread. Of 
20 industrialized countries
studied, only the U.S. and
Mexico remain above replace-
ment rate. The OECD also
reports that several countries
invest a far higher percentage
of their gross domestic prod-
ucts (GDP) in preschool
education than the U.S. (see
article on Page 8).

Of course, Number 300
Million can’t do her part
without some investment in
her education. Right now,
she’s at a disadvantage. In 
a recent policy paper from 
Pre-K Now, Arizona State

University investigator Eugene
Garcia says Hispanic children
receive preschool education
less frequently, enter kinder-
garten behind their classmates,
and graduate high school 
and college at far lower rates.
Meanwhile, studies at NIEER
and elsewhere showing that
Hispanic children benefit
from high-quality preschool
education at least as much as
children from other groups
—and in some cases, more. 

We are indeed fortunate
in this country to have a
growing population with the
potential to keep our country
prosperous. To make that
happen we need to invest in
their human capital and that
begins with a high-quality
early childhood education.

Number 300 million
could use a little less demo-
nizing from the anti-immi-
gration crowd and a little
more help from the policy-
makers who can offer her 
a high-quality preschool 
education. She also needs 
a name. Let’s call her
America. n
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By now, the goal is a
familiar one—create inclusive
classrooms where preschool-
ers with disabilities can learn
right alongside children with-
out disabilities. It’s a goal
embraced by educators, civil
rights activists, and parents
alike.

Yet it’s a goal that presents
substantial challenges for
teachers in the classroom—
and many don’t have any
training on how to proceed.
“Early childhood preparatory
programs don’t address the
issues of inclusion,” says Pam
Winton, senior scientist and
director of outreach at the
Frank Porter Graham (FPG)
Child Development Institute
in Chapel Hill, North Caro-
lina. “Even teachers with
four-year-degrees don’t feel
confident and competent,”
Winton adds.

That’s no small issue these
days. With 42 states now fund-
ing public pre-K programs,
most are under the gun to
see that children with disabil-
ities are placed in classrooms
with typically-developing
children. Federal law requires
that disabled students be
integrated into regular edu-
cational settings wherever
possible, but prior to the
massive expansion of public
pre-K, the settings just didn’t
exist to get the job done. The
expansion of state-funded
pre-K programs offers new
possibilities for diverse pro-
gramming and inclusive
classrooms.

And the data show that
states have readily embraced

that potential. The number
of preschoolers with disabili-
ties in regular classrooms
grew by 32 percent between
1992 and 2001, according to
the federal Office of Special
Education. “That means that
most preschool education
classrooms now have at least
one child with a disability,”
says Winton. “But few teach-
ers have any training on how
to create a high-quality inclu-
sive classroom.”

That fact became painfully
clear to Winton as she traveled
the country over the last
decade, conducting work-
shops on the topic. “I’d go 
in and people would be very
eager to hear what I had to
say,” she says. “Many had
never had a course on how 
to meet the educational and
developmental needs of all
the children at once, in one
setting,” she explains.

Yet in follow-up inter-
views, she also found that
few of the educators who
attended her workshops were
able to implement the new
practices. “They told me they
enjoyed my workshops, but
there was just no way to really
change things across the 
systems they worked in,” she
says. “I was glad they found
me entertaining, but I asked
myself how we could really
make lasting change to serve
the needs of all children.”

The answer came to her in
a new initiative just launched
at the FPG Institute: The new
National Center on High
Quality Personnel in Inclusive
Early Childhood Settings,

which will promote research-
based practice and profes-
sional development for pre-K
teachers. “There are three
critical areas we need to
focus on—policies, resources
and practices,” says Winton.
“And we need to do that
across funding streams and
settings, to reach all the early
childhood professionals work-
ing in inclusive settings.”

Already, Winton says she
and her team have had some
dramatic impact in Iowa,
Idaho, and Pennsylvania by
bringing together profession-
als in health, mental health,
early childhood, special edu-
cation, and families to share
learning and strategies. “It’s

hard to promote change and
learning across systems, but
we’ve learned a lot about how
to make it happen,” she says.

Which is why the U.S.
Department of Education
decided to give Winton and
her colleagues a $2.5 million,
five-year grant to work to
promote just such systems
change. Her new center will
select partners in eight states
to create professional devel-
opment opportunities for
teachers working in inclusive
settings. “It’s crucial for peo-
ple to know that there are
evidence-based approaches
that can support teachers, 
the children and families
alike,” says Winton.  n
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Initiative to Give Pre-K Teachers Tools
for High-Quality Inclusive Classrooms
Eight States Will Join Effort to Design New Professional Development Programs
for Pre-K Teachers Working with Typically-Developing and Special Needs Students

The goal is a familiar one—create inclusive classrooms where preschoolers with
disabilities can learn alongside children without disabilities.
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Savvy city leaders no
longer wait for those holding
state-level office to get
around to providing univer-
sal access to preschool edu-
cation. In Seattle, Denver,
Boston, San Francisco, Los
Angeles, Chicago, New York
City, and Washington, D.C.,
they have made providing
publicly funded preschool
education for all children a
policy goal—often in the face
of resistance from public
officials and some blocs of
voters. 

Little wonder. With child
poverty rates often exceeding
50 percent, low high school
graduation rates and startling
youth crime statistics, metro-
politan areas have begun rec-

ognizing what economists
have long said—that high-
quality early education pro-
grams deliver a return on
investment and make a posi-
tive contribution to declining
economies.

In California, where a
ballot initiative calling for
provision of a state-funded
preschool program for all 
4-year-olds was rebuffed by
voters last November, uni-
versal programs are gaining
ground in a handful of cities
and counties. First 5 San
Francisco, the city and 
county agency responsible
for implementing a voter-
approved universal pre-K
program, went through a 
frenetic planning process 

and in the space of a few
months, made the plan oper-
ational. Last year, the first
wave of 550 children began
attending. Programs screen
every child for special needs
and operate on an inclusion
model, offering arts, science
and literacy enrichment pro-
grams. Within five years,
enrollment is expected to
reach 4,800 kids, or about 
80 percent of 4-year-olds.

First 5 San Francisco
faces a problem seen in New
York and other cities—a
shortage of affordable space
in an expensive real estate
market. They’d like to see
their model program widely
adopted, but the question 
of where to put all the kids

remains a real barrier. “A
year from now… finding
open space or refurbishable
buildings will be next to
impossible,” says Deputy
Director of First 5 San
Francisco Gloria Corral. 

Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger offered some
relief when he signed into
law a program offering $50
million to boost preschool
education enrollment and
another $50 million for facil-
ities. While welcome, that
kind of money represents only
a start in a state the size of
California. And, competition
for the money will be stiff. 

A couple hundred miles
down the Pacific Coast High-
way Los Angeles County is
likely to get a sizable share 
of the pie. The county will
undertake the Herculean task
of serving 110,000 4-year-
olds when its universal pre-K
program is fully implemented.
That’s more than Georgia
currently serves and nearly as
many as Florida served in the
first year of its statewide uni-
versal program. Officials in
the county face the challenge
of scaling up from the cur-
rent level of 10,000 preschool-
ers and bringing hundreds 
of new providers on board
without sacrificing program
integrity. Already in place:
assessments of each provider
and on-going training,
coaching and mentoring
designed to boost quality.

Motivated by High Poverty and Low School Achievement, Cities from Boston 
to San Francisco See Universal Pre-K as an Answer to Their Problems

Why Cities Are Making Preschool
Education Available to All Children

Many city leaders say states need 
to step up to the plate to make the
pre-K system work.



Evelyn Martinez, execu-
tive director of First 5 LA, 
is fond of saying the process 
is a bit like setting out on a
sea voyage while you’re still
building the boat. Other
cities are experiencing the
same struggle. Many say 
the states need to step up to 
the plate to make the whole 
system work. San Francisco’s
Corral believes that infra-
structure can’t be built 
without state involvement
because cities and counties
alone can’t resolve some 
of the thorniest issues, like
creating programs at public
colleges and universities to
help provide a well-educated,
continually developing early
childhood workforce. 

In New York, where 
the state’s supreme court
ordered a $5 billion-a-year
school funding increase,
spending for special needs 
in K-12 education consumed
more than a quarter of the
state’s 2004 education budget.
Today, school districts in the
city are still waiting to see
whether the court-ordered
windfall materializes. 

New York City Mayor
Michael Bloomberg and 
others have said they want 
to use that money to pay for
more preschool education
slots, both in public schools
and private settings. The
mayor recently proposed that
about 34,000 existing half-
day slots become full-day.
It’s a change that would
make the program feasible
for working parents, and
would help to fill half-day
slots that have gone unused. 

In Washington, D.C.,
expenditures for special edu-
cation are approaching half
the city’s education budget,
making the argument for
enhancing school readiness
through universal preschool
education more compelling.

In Massachusetts, the

groundwork had been laid
for making state-funded pre-
school education available to
all children when Governor
Mitt Romney excised refer-
ences to universal provision of
services. That hasn’t stopped
Boston’s Mayor Mike Menino
from pledging preschool
education for all 4-year-olds
by 2010 as a way to close 
the achievement gap. Boston
has committed nearly $30
million over the next five
years. 

Jason Sachs, who heads
up Boston Public Schools’
early childhood education
program, hired Wellesley
College to assess its class-
room instruction and envi-
ronment. They found that,
despite solid marks, the
scores didn’t reflect the kind
of program that can close the
gap. In order to change that,
he’s secured $6.5 million 
in grants to put coaches 
in classrooms and create 
a literacy- and math-rich 
curriculum. 

Growing Tension
Sachs believes the income
diversity that comes with
preschool education for all
pays dividends for every kid
in the program. The strongest
criticism has come from pri-
vate providers of early care
and education who feel the
city has “stolen” students
from their ranks. Sachs
argues that schools are oper-
ating in a new era where
public and private providers
need to become allies and
work toward a greater good.
“I think we have to have an
honest conversation about
what the role of the public
schools is and how we can
work constructively together,”
Sachs says. “No matter what
setting children are in, we all
need to do better. I haven’t
seen one system get this
totally right yet.”

If expanded, a pilot pro-
gram tested this year would
give private providers back
some of their students and
create a full-day, wrap-around
service for kids. Under the
pilot, private providers will-
ing to abide by certain con-
ditions receive a $5,000 
subsidy on top of their state
money to offer universal pre-
K. Although the experiment
revealed some problems and
the model is sure to evolve,
Sachs says, in the end, work-
ing with the city’s high quali-
ty early care and education
providers may be more cost
effective than reconfiguring
public schools. 

In Denver, Mayor John
Hickenlooper pushed hard
for a program that would
raise the sales tax on a $100
purchase by 12 cents in order
fund preschool education for
all the city’s 4-year-olds.
Hickenlooper and his allies
managed to get the proposal
on the ballot this November.
Despite opposition from the

Anti-Defamation League on
the grounds that taxpayer
money would go to religious
schools and a “vote no” effort
from the anti-tax lobby, the
ballot measure was clinging
to to a slim lead at press
time.

Welding together coali-
tions to push through pre-
school education for all is
sometimes easier at the city
level than the state level. 
Pre-K Now Executive Director
Libby Doggett believes local
efforts have contributed to
the huge strides states have
made on early education in
just the last two years. “Good
leaders don’t wait around,”
says Doggett. “They see a
need and they get moving 
on it. They’re not waiting for
the federal [or state] govern-
ment to put police on the
streets or give more money
for schools.” When these
resources begin flowing,
places like Los Angeles, New
York and Washington, D.C.,
will be ready.  n
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Welding together coalitions to push through preschool for all is sometimes 
easier at the city level.
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Responding to Governor
Jon Huntsman’s proposal 
for voluntary full-day
kindergarten programs for
low-income children, Utah
Senator Howard Stephenson
is suggesting an alternative
approach. His plan, called
the Kindergarten Readiness
Initiative, proposes to train
100 specialists statewide to
help parents prepare their
children for kindergarten.
The specialists would visit
homes and also reach out to
preschools, child care centers
and other providers that can
help families prepare kids for
school.

While they would reach
out to all families, their num-
bers are low compared to the
population of young children
in the state. Particular atten-
tion would be paid to those
who are at-risk due to low
incomes or limited English
skills. One aim of the special-
ists would be to help limited
English proficiency families
address the knowledge gap
many say accounts for low

pre-K participation among
such families: they don’t
know how to access available
services. In addition to home
visits, outreach would
include the formation of
small groups of parents and
liaisons with public libraries
and neighborhood schools. 

With a $7 million price
tag, Stephenson’s plan would
cost about as much as the
full-day kindergarten pro-
posal. However, Stephenson
says his proposal is a more
family-friendly alternative.
He is quick to point out his
proposal is not aimed at
competing with the gover-
nor’s initiative, despite his
personal opposition to
Huntsman’s proposal.
However, Stephenson said, 
“I think it would be interest-
ing to compare them side 
by side. We have to evaluate
what we expect of each and
give it the best educated 
evaluation we can.” Utah
would be the first state in 
the country to attempt 
such a program.  n

Utah Considers a Different Approach to School Readiness

More than half of New Mexico’s voters want 
a publicly funded, universal preschool education 
program in their state, at least according to a recent
telephone poll. The poll, commissioned by the
Albuquerque Journal and conducted by Research 
& Polling, Inc. of Albuquerque, surveyed a sample 
of 400 voters and found that 67 percent approved 
of a state-funded preschool education program for 
all 4-year-olds.  

Critics of the idea of a state-sponsored universal
preschool education program say the public is misin-

formed and are unaware that the state only pays for 
2 1/2 hours of preschool education—parents wanting
more will have to pay for any additional hours spent
in preschool education programs. They say working
parents in particular will not receive much benefit
from the short instruction time paid by the state.
Experts say providing preschool education for the
state’s estimated 25,000 4-year-olds would cost up
to $59 million. New Mexico’s current preschool edu-
cation program only serves children from low-income
families.  n

New Mexico Voters Support Public Preschool Education

P R E S C H O O L  N E W S  F R O M   A C R O S S  T H E  N A T I O Nin the trenches
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Idaho, Ohio Panels Recommend Strategic Changes to
Preschool Education Efforts

  A C R O S S  T H E  N A T I O N

Advocates for public pre-
school education have found
new potential allies—in the
form of early childhood pan-
els in both Idaho and Ohio.
In Idaho, the state Legislature
appointed a panel—the Early
Childhood Education Task 

Force—to study the pre-
school education issue after
an attempt to overturn the
state law barring school 
districts from spending state
funds on preschool education
programs failed. Before the
coming January legislative
session, the task force will
prepare a proposal to bring
before the full Legislature.

In Ohio, the State Board
of Education has also com-
missioned a panel—the
School Readiness Solutions
Group, which has already
channeled 14 months of
work into a report contain-
ing 10 recommendations on
early childhood education.

Chief among these rec-
ommendations is the call for
the state to establish a new
financing model that will
enable high-quality early
learning services to be 

available to all children from
birth through age 5. Other
recommendations include
establishing a Board of Early
Education and Care to gov-
ern all early childhood serv-
ices and educational pro-
grams within a single state
agency, requiring all school
districts to offer full-day
kindergarten by 2015, estab-
lishing a new birth through
kindergarten teaching license,
and creating a legislative task 

force to ensure that children
and families have access to a
continuum of services that
support school readiness.

The panel hopes to influ-
ence the state Legislature 
by enlisting the heads of 
key state agencies as allies in 
the upcoming state budget
process. The cost of imple-
menting the recommen-
dations has not yet been
determined.  n

Chief among these 

recommendations is 

the call for the state 

to establish a new

financing model that

will enable high-quality

early learning services

to be available to all

children from birth

through age 5. 

Recommended by the
School Readiness Solutions

Group to the Ohio State
Board of Education



8

P
R

E
S

C
H

O
O

L 
M

A
T

T
E

R
S

Anyone believing early
childhood education’s rise 
on the public agenda is an
American phenomenon
should spend some time with
Starting Strong II, the latest
education report from the
Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD). Whether one
measures a nation’s commit-
ment to early childhood edu-
cation and care (ECEC) by
children’s access to programs 
or the public investment in
them, the new OECD report
documents progress by more
than 20 industrialized coun-
tries on this front, and in the
process confirms what econ-
omists have been saying—
that the growth in public
ECEC programs is a global
phenomenon—one in which
the U.S. does not currently
hold the lead. 

Based on a comprehensive
international data-gathering
effort, Starting Strong II com-
pares industrialized countries
on a number of measures
that, taken together, inform
the global picture of ECEC.
That picture increasingly
resembles a broad movement
toward ECEC programs that
address concerns occasioned
by changes sweeping across
societies. Driving the change
are issues like rising gender
equality, more women with
paying jobs, rising immigra-
tion, decreasing fertility rates,
expanding service economies
and the quest for global
workforce competitiveness. 

As might be expected, not
all data in a study this inter-

national in scope are directly
comparable. Yet the data in
Starting Strong II provides a
comparison of the progress
countries are making. For
instance, the report looks at
public expenditure on ECEC
services for young children
0–6 years old in 14 industri-
alized countries, using per-
centage of each country’s
gross domestic product
(GDP) as a measure. At 2
percent of GDP invested,
Denmark has a sizable lead
over the rest of the indus-
trialized world. Sweden,
Norway and Finland occupy
the next three positions on
the list. Taken together,
Scandinavia expends more
than 1.5 percent of GDP 
on its ECEC programs.

European countries like
France, Austria, the United
Kingdom and Hungary also
invest more, as a percentage

of GDP, than does the U.S.,
which occupies the 8th posi-
tion on the list. Separating
the U.S., which invests 0.4
percent of GDP on ECEC
programs and last-place
Canada, which invests 0.2
percent, are the Netherlands,
Germany, Italy, and Australia
(see Table 1). 

The disparities between
child poverty rates in various
countries and public invest-
ment in ECEC programs also
inform the debate. Although
the U.S. ranks 8th of the
aforementioned 14 countries

on a percentage-of-GDP-
invested basis, it sits atop the
list in child poverty rate, with
about 22 percent of all chil-
dren under 6 living in poverty.

Of course, the purpose 
of Starting Strong II is not to
compare the U.S. with the
rest of the world, but rather
to provide a sound knowl-
edge base for the benefit of
all OECD member countries
to better inform policy. As
important as the data are,
there is much to be learned
from the report’s discussions
of the dynamics leading to

Across the Industrialized World, Powerful Forces are Driving a Movement for 
More and Better Public Programs. Will the U.S. Remain Competitive?

New OECD Report Paints Multi-
National Picture of Early Education

NIEER Analysis:

What Is OECD?
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development consists of 30 member countries that share 
a commitment to democratic government and a market
economy. Its publications examine economic and social
issues, strive to decipher emerging issues and identify poli-
cies that work. Angel Gurría, formerly Mexico’s Minister of
Finance, became OECD’s Secretary General in June 2006.



the current state of ECEC in
the industrialized world and
the lessons to be shared from
experience with the various
administrative and service
delivery models currently in
place. Taken together, they
form the basis for the
report’s policy observations.

Starting Strong II makes it
clear that for most industrial-
ized countries, maintaining
the status quo regarding
ECEC simply is not an option.
The policy question is not
whether to invest but rather
how much and at what level.
What constitutes adequate
funding in a political climate
of spending limitations?
With that in mind, what new
sources of stable funding can
be created? How much
should policymakers chal-
lenge the established ortho-

doxy in formulating and
coordinating programs?

These are not unfamiliar
questions to anyone arguing
for early childhood programs
at the national, state or local
levels in the U.S. Highlighted
in the report are vignettes 
of leading initiatives like the
coordinated child develop-
ment policy in Prince Edward
Island, Canada, progress
toward compulsory early
education in Nuevo Leon,
Mexico, market economy
adaptations in Hungary’s
Children’s Centers, ECEC
subsidy programs in France
and the structure and com-
ponents of the Arkansas
Better Chance Program.

The new report also high-
lights a pressing reason gov-
ernments across the industri-
alized world are making early

childhood education a higher
priority—continuing changes
in the demographic composi-
tion of their populations.
Low fertility rates and declin-
ing populations typify several
countries in the OECD. As
economists have pointed out,
this argues for developing a
better-educated workforce
through early education pro-
grams so as to boost produc-
tivity among the smaller
native working population.
These programs also encour-
age childbearing among native
working couples by giving
them the confidence in early
care and education arrange-
ments they need before
deciding to have children. 

Accompanying this trend
is the immigration of for-
eign-born families essential
to filling out the workforce

in most OECD countries.
This influx presents a need
for early childhood educa-
tion so that children from
foreign-born parents do not
enter school unprepared to
learn. Studies conducted in
several countries, including
the United Kingdom,
Germany and Australia
inform this issue. 

The report’s policy obser-
vations are well-drawn, com-
prising a 10-point checklist
that should be read by any
policymaker entertaining
thoughts of creating new
ECEC programs or making
changes to existing ones.
Points such as forging a
broad vision of early child-
hood services, establishing
appropriate standards and
governing structures, provid-
ing accountability and quality
assurance, and improving
teacher and staff conditions
are pillars that could have
been more sturdily con-
structed in some state-funded
programs that currently fall
short of the mark here at
home. For more information,
visit: http//www.oecd.org/
edu/startingstrong2 n
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Aging and Immigrant Populations in the OECD World

Ratio of Population 65 to Total Labor Force,
for 2005 and projections for 2020

Increase in the foreign population/foreign-born
population between 1993 and 2002

Notes: In the case of Australia, Canada, Mexico, New Zealand and the United States, the data concern the foreign-born population only. 
Annual average change between 1993 and 2002, except Canada (1991 and 2001), France (1990 – 1999), Hungary (1994 – 2002), 
the Slovak Republic (1995 – 2002) and the United States (1994 – 2002).  Source: OECD (2005b, 2005d).

Australia

Austria

Belgium

Canada

Czech Republic

Denmark

Finland

France

Germany

Hungary

Ireland

Italy
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Mexico

Netherlands

Norway

Portugal

Sweden

United Kingdom

United States

60 50 40 30 20 10 0 -5 0 5 10 15 20

Table 1 Public Rate of
Expenditures Access to
for children Public
ages 0–6 as Services for
Percent of 4-year-olds

Country GDP (percent)

Australia 0.4 61.5

Austria 0.7 80.0

Canada 0.2 24.0

Denmark 2.1 94.0

Finland 1.1 62.0

France 0.7 100

Germany 0.5 —

Hungary 0.8 85.0

Italy 0.4 98.0

Netherlands 0.4 89.0

Norway 1.7 88.0

Sweden 1.9 91.0

United Kingdom 0.5 96.0

United States 0.5 56.0

n 2005   n 2020
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In his new book, educa-
tion writer Gene Maeroff
takes us on a guided tour of
a relatively new organizing
principle for early education

in America—pre-K to third
grade, the shorthand for
which is PK-3. With the
author, who is a former 
education correspondent at
The New York Times, as our
guide, we travel the nation,
dropping in on communities
from Massachusetts to
California and points in
between. Maeroff is good at
developing political and his-
torical context while telling
the PK-3 story through the
people, places and programs
that populate the movement. 

We visit schools that have
made the transition to PK-3,
like the Children’s Academy
in New Albany, Indiana,
Pershing East on Chicago’s
lakefront and Greece Central
School District in semi-rural
western New York state.
Through Maeroff’s probing
interviews, local educators
tell what was wrong with the
old system, why they shifted
to PK-3 and what the results

look like. 
Early on, Maeroff makes

the point that there’s more
to be gained with PK-3 
than one might expect from
rearranging the grades. Take
away the fourth and fifth
grades where children are
already moving to a realm
beyond what many today
consider primary school and
annex pre-K, where today’s
kids are already beating on
education’s door, and Voila!
—here’s a schooling unit
with potential. Older kids no
longer receive precedence
over younger ones. Pre-K
loses the child care label and
becomes part of “regular
school,” as the author puts it. 

Equally important are
commonalities shared by
teachers in this new unit.
New possibilities for team
teaching, staff development,
tracking children’s progress,
and coordinating funding
streams arise. The result, says

Maeroff and those he inter-
views, is more kids reaching
fourth grade ready to learn 
at a higher level.

This book is part history
lesson, part discussion of a
new concept, and part trave-
logue. We not only learn
about PK-3, but also about
what came before it. We 
feel the pulse of real people
like Jerry Weast who runs
Montgomery County,
Maryland public schools by
applying principles learned
on the Kansas farm where he
grew up and the unnamed
Hispanic elementary school
youngster who recounts his
(or her) family’s harrowing
trip from Mexico as illegal
immigrants. There is an old
editor’s saying that “Clear
writing is clear thinking.” 
In Building Blocks, Maeroff
shows he has done a lot of
both. For more on the book,
go to http://genemaeroff.
com/ n

Related Reading

Bringing to Life a Fresh Vision for Primary Education
Building Blocks:
Making Children Successful
in the Early Years of School
Gene I. Maeroff, 2006
New York 
Palgrave Macmillan
256 pp., ISBN 1-403-96994-9,
$24.95

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 12 >> 

Why the Hard Skills Count 
Northwestern University’s Greg Duncan and fellow researchers
conducted a study of children’s abilities at school entry as pre-
dictors of later achievement. Analyzing data from six long-term
studies, they found the strongest predictor of later achievement
to be children’s school-entry math skills, followed by reading
and ability to pay attention. The big surprise was that math
skills ranked as the most important predictor of school success. 

Adding to this surprise was the fact that soft skills like social
behavior turned out not to be significant predictors of later
academic performance. Early behavior problems like aggression
or moodiness didn’t prove to be a strong predictor of whether
a child would do well in school. “Despite the fact that it seems
there ought to be these connections between how kids behave
and how they learn…that just doesn’t seem to be the case with
school entry and later learning,” says Duncan.

Not all soft skills turned out to be less predictive of school
success, however. The ability to pay attention was the third-
most-important predictor of success, a finding Duncan says
shows that attention skills need more study.

Complex Interaction
Although the findings from these studies appear to conflict, it
may be that they do not. Duncan’s analysis considered behavior
problems at school entry and not behavior that developed sub-
sequently. Socio-emotional skills are harder to measure than
academic skills. What’s more, there may be “crossover effects”
between the soft and the hard skills that may not be taken into
account. 

Stipek says the fact that the effects of positive behaviors
don’t appear to carry over into the higher grades may be
because more emphasis is placed on social skills in the lower
grades. She sounds a note of caution about how academics are
introduced into preschool. Unless activities designed to
increase academic achievement are appropriately individualized
and embedded in meaningful activities, they could cause nega-
tive behaviors to begin appearing earlier than current findings
indicate. As research continues to expand our understanding 
of children’s acquisition of skills and behaviors, we’ll be better
positioned to administer early interventions to prevent poor
achievement later.  n

Ensuring School Readiness: A Tale of Two Studies
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newsmaker P E O P L E  M A K I N G  N E W S  

Chris Gregoire: Bringing New Energy and
Focus to Early Childhood Education

Visionary governors have
been a driving force behind
the rapid growth in state-
funded preschool education.
Having the vision for improv-
ing children’s lives through
state pre-K and implementing
programs that actually deliver
are two different things, how-
ever. Between the two lies a
mountain of work that often
requires changing the old
model, developing a new one
and building the support to
make it all happen. 

Few governors have shown
the political surefootedness
of Washington Governor
Chris Gregoire in this regard.
Shortly after her election as
the “education governor,” she
tapped business, community,
and education leaders to re-
envision the state’s education
system. Since then, she has
reorganized management of
early childhood education
under a cabinet-level depart-
ment, pushed through
increased funding for state
pre-K, and formed a public-
private partnership that enlists

non-profits like the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation
and companies like Boeing in
an ongoing effort to improve
early learning. Earlier this
year, she took over as Chair
of the National Governors
Association’s Education, Early
Childhood and Workforce
Committee. Preschool Matters
asked Gregoire about her early
learning initiatives and what
she sees for the future.

Q: You are not bashful
about saying our world is
changing and government
needs to get ahead of the
curve. How do you see that
playing out in the context of
early childhood education?
A: The role of government is
to collaborate with the private
sector to help create a vision
and the path to get there.
Working together, we can
work to help families be
healthy and make sure chil-
dren are prepared for school
when they reach kindergarten.

Q: Has the new Department
of Early Learning lived up 
to your expectations as far
as breaking down the barri-
ers between previously sepa-
rate early childhood silos?
A: The Department of Early
Learning is still relatively
new—Jone Bosworth, the
new director, just started
within the last month. Never-
theless, yes, the department
has done a great job, Jone is
highly qualified and I am very
excited to have her working
here in Washington. She and
all the staff at the department
are very passionate about

early learning and they are
devoted to the children of
our state. In fact, Jone was
recently invited by the
National Governors Associa-
tion to become a fellow with
the State Early Childhood
Policy Leadership Forum.

Q: Washington’s state 
pre-K program currently
serves less than 10 percent 
of 4-year-olds. Do you see
that changing and if so, how?
A: Yes, the Department of
Early Learning is working
with the public K–12 system
in Washington to make the
transition from pre-K to the
public schools as seamless as
possible. It’s a two-way street:
the department is looking
forward to see what skills
children will need to succeed
in the public school system
and the public school system
is looking back to see how
they can improve their sys-
tem to make the transition
from early learning seamless
and effective.

Q: A number of states 
have made providing public
pre-K to all children a policy
goal. Do you see that in
Washington’s future?
A: Our goal is a smooth tran-
sition from early learning for
all Washington children into
kindergarten and the grades
beyond. Universal voluntary
kindergarten is an interesting
idea that we are looking into
as well. 

Q: Washington is home to
some legendary entrepre-
neurs and philanthropists.

Could you talk a little about
your efforts at uniting pub-
lic and private endeavors
under one early childhood
initiative?
A: Thrive by Five (www.
thrivebyfivewa.org) is the
perfect example of a strong,
functioning partnership
between government and 
the private sector, one that 
I think could be a model for
the nation about how gov-
ernment and businesses can
work together to improve 
the lives of the people in
their communities. It is a
very exciting group that 
is made up of the biggest
movers and shakers in our
state and in the nation.  

Q: What do you hope to
accomplish during your
term as Chair of the
National Governors Asso-
ciation’s Education, Early
Childhood and Workforce
Committee?
A: The committee obviously
focuses on much more than
early learning and I think the
name of the committee really
lays out why early learning is
so important: early childhood
education leads to greater
success in the later school
years and that leads to a
skilled workforce that can
compete globally. I want to
start the conversation across
the nation about what early
learning is and why it is so
important to our economy
and our success. Early learn-
ing is a small investment 
we can make now that will
lead to huge successes in 
the future.  n



It sounds simple: Figure
out what skills at kinder-
garten entry ensure that all
children do well later in
school and then configure
early education interventions
so all the grades—not to
mention millions of children
—get the benefit.  

Before such a goal can be
fully realized, however, we
need a better understanding
of how soft skills such as
social behavior and paying
attention and the hard skills
like math and reading relate
to later achievement in
school. To what extent does
one set of skills enhance or
limit a child’s potential for
acquiring the other? Which
skills have the most effect 
on later achievement? Two
relatively recent studies offer
fascinating, even unexpected
insights.

Social Behavior 
and Literacy
Stanford researchers Sarah B.
Miles and Deborah Stipek
investigated the association
between social skills and lit-
eracy achievement in low-
income children who were
between 4 and 6 years old
when their study began. 

Their work confirmed
what other research has sug-
gested—that children who
were good at social interac-
tion had better literacy
achievement in first grade.
Miles and Stipek extended
their analysis to the fifth
grade, showing that low 
literacy achievement in the
early grades predicted more
aggressive behavior in third
and fifth grades. This sup-
ports the oft-held view that
having difficulty learning 
to read produces acting-out

behavior. 
Whether that is responsi-

ble for the aggressiveness or
not, their findings seem to
reinforce the need to effec-
tively teach literacy in the
early grades of school. Stipek,
who is Dean of Stanford’s
School of Education and a
member of NIEER’s Scientific
Advisory Board, can’t identify
exactly what is leading to the
behavior issues seen in the
study but says, “Our best
guess is that the kids are
probably getting frustrated.” 

She and Miles conclude
that early intervention for
children who are slow to
catch on to literacy, such as
one-on-one tutoring may be
an effective way of stemming
the development of negative
behavior that can later lead
to more poor performance.
Given the cost of remedies in

later grades such as special
education, early tutoring 
may also be economically
advantageous. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10 >> 
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Ensuring School Success: 
A Tale of Two Studies

Some researchers found a 
connection between good social
skills and literacy achievement.

Knowing What Skills at School Entry Best Predict Later School Success Can Better
Inform Policy—If Only We Had a Handle on Cause and Effect


