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Since the beginning of
the decade, NIEER has col-
lected and analyzed data that
reveal the progress states are
making in delivering high-
quality preschool education.
As the article on page 3
reports, the new State of
Preschool yearbook shows an
overall improvement in state
pre-K for the school year that
ended in 2008. Normally, we
would be pleased to celebrate
that fact and look forward
to continued improvement.
These are not normal times,
however.
The steep drop-off in

economic activity following
the 2007-2008 school year
left state leaders confronting
stark fiscal realities that are
forcing cuts to pre-K access
and quality in a number of
states. This is a tragedy in the
making, not least because the

states have been in the van-
guard of developing the most
effective public programs in
the nation.
Illinois is a prime exam-

ple. As the article on page 4
reports, leaders there have
wielded solid research, effec-
tive advocacy, capable leader-
ship, and sheer political will
to craft an early education
system that is becoming a
model for others to follow.
Illinois serves 31 percent of
its 4-year-olds and 20 per-
cent of its 3-year-olds with a
program that meets nine of
NIEER’s 10 benchmarks for
program standards.What’s
more, it’s the only state that
is committed to making pre-
school education available
to all 3- and 4-year-olds.
When Secretary of

Education Arne Duncan
joined us for the release of

the new Yearbook, he under-
scored the Obama adminis-
tration’s commitment to
pre-K and ticked off the
various ways new funding
will be invested. In addition
to major expansions of Head
Start and Early Head Start, he
alluded to ways funds from
the federal stimulus package
to the states can be used for
state pre-K. Now the admin-
istration has followed up
with 2010 budget proposals
for Title I Early Childhood
Grants to create incentives
for school districts to use
Title I funds for pre-K and
Early Learning Challenge
Grants for states to improve
quality and coordination of
birth to five programs.
When it comes to states

being able to hold the line on
pre-K funding in the face of
declining revenue, the record

is not encouraging. After the
economic downturn of 2001-
2002, we saw a retrenchment
in a number of states. It has
taken years to get back on
track.
Secretary Duncan issued

a challenge to the early edu-
cation community to improve
program quality. He made it
clear he and President Obama
expect pre-K quality improve-
ment as a condition of new
funding, inviting providers to
join in the “race to the top.”
This poses a question.Will
Congress fully support the
president’s new proposals
that will enable the fastest
runners to compete? �2
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Spirits were high at NIEER’s
State of Preschool 2008: State
Preschool Yearbook press con-
ference at the Oyster-Adams
Bilingual School in Washing-
ton, D.C. this April. After
all, spring was in the air and
boisterous preschoolers con-
tributed the sound effects.
NIEER Director Steve Barnett
described the gains made
in state pre-K and U.S.
Secretary of Education Arne
Duncan outlined the Obama
administration’s commitment
to improving pre-K access
and quality.

Rebecca Rimel, president
of The Pew Charitable Trusts,
noted the positive trends
charted by the Yearbook but
said the states are “by no
means united when it comes
to providing pre-K. At Pew
we believe that every child
should have access to a qual-
ity preschool education.”

The mood grew more
somber when Barnett pointed
out that in states where the
most pre-K progress has
been made, tough economic
decisions are putting that
progress at risk. That very
day state senators in Raleigh,
North Carolina were enter-
taining big program cuts for
the state’s well-regardedMore
at Four program. In Albany,
New York Governor David
Paterson was in the process
of deciding the best he could
do was cut his proposed FY
2010 appropriations by $75
million. And in Sacramento,
California, early educators
braced for cuts they already
knew were coming.

In many respects, state-
funded pre-K is at a cross-

roads. Some of the biggest
states with the biggest gains
have their backs against the
wall. Unlike the federal gov-
ernment, they must balance
their budgets each year. Yet
many are confronted with
multi-billion-dollar deficits
only the most draconian
reductions in funding can
address.

At the same time, state-
funded pre-K has largely been
left out of the picture when
it comes to federal aid. The
Obama administration’s
economic stimulus package
expands Head Start, Early
Head Start, and child care
subsidies and allows states to
use Title I monies for pre-K,
but provides no direct aid
to state pre-K. And, pre-K
is more vulnerable to cuts in
most states because funding
is discretionary and not
formula-based like K–12
education.

Barnett says this creates
a sort of ‘perfect storm’ for
state-funded pre-K that could
set progress back years. A
retrenchment in state pre-K
would have major conse-
quences for working families
already struggling. Many

would be left without services
because most don’t qualify
for Head Start. Progress on
program effectiveness would
be lost because many of the
programs most vulnerable to
cuts are the same programs
research has shown to be the
most effective at producing
gains in kids.More at Four,
the North Carolina program
now being threatened with
funding cuts and reductions
in quality, is one of only two
programs in the nation meet-
ing all 10 of NIEER’s quality
benchmarks.

Barnett says the only
feasible solution is for the
federal government to step in
with direct aid to the states.
"We propose that the federal
government commit to dou-
bling the rate of growth in
state pre-K while raising state
quality standards so that by
the year 2020 all 4-year-olds
in America will have access
to a good education,” he
says. To do this, Barnett sug-

gests the federal government
would match state spending
with up to $2,500 for every
additional child enrolled in
state pre-K programs meet-
ing basic quality standards.
He says that, in addition, the
federal government should
facilitate increased integra-
tion of child care, Head Start,
and state pre-K.

“If the federal govern-
ment adopts such a course,
all of our children will have a
brighter future. If it does not,
disparities in early education
and school readiness will
continue to increase, and
another generation will pass
without the benefits of qual-
ity pre-K for all,” he said. �
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Can State Pre-K Be Saved?
NIEER’s Latest Yearbook Shows State Pre-K Continued to Make Gains for 2008.
But Without More Federal Aid, They Could Be Short-Lived.

Key Findings from
The State of Preschool 2008
• Enrollment increased by more than 108,000
children. More than 1.1 million children attended
state-funded preschool education, 973,178 at
age 4 alone.

• Thirty-three of the 38 states with state-funded
programs increased enrollment.

• Based on NIEER's Quality Standards Checklist,
12 states improved the quality of their preschool
programs. Only two fell back.

• State funding for pre-K rose to almost $4.6 billion.
Funding for state pre-K from all reported sources
exceeded $5.2 billion, an increase of nearly
$1 billion (23 percent) over the previous year.

In states where the

most pre-K progress

has been made,

tough economic

decisions are putting

that progress at risk.
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With preschool education
on the fast track in many
places, concern grows as to
whether states have the
capacity to expand programs,
develop and retain a quali-
fied workforce sufficient to
meet demand, and husband
their early childhood
resources into something
resembling a coherent system.
Problems like lack of stan-
dards, poor coordination
among programs, high
teacher turnover, low pay,
and uneven professional
development plague many
states. That is changing in
Illinois where strong
research, dedicated leader-
ship, and a heavy dose of
political will have combined
to forge a blueprint for a
high-quality early childhood
system that could become a
model for others.

Illinois began providing
state pre-K to at-risk children
in 1985. In 1998, the state
began providing funding for
pre-K as well as services for
parents and younger children
through its Early Childhood
Block Grant. As the state’s
commitment to early care
and education grew, so did
the realization that more
should be done to link the
various programs and its

workforce into one system.
Part of that vision began
taking shape at the beginning
of this decade when the
McCormick Foundation
funded an effort to look at
the state’s early care and edu-
cation workforce. The pic-
ture painted by the resulting
2001Who’s Caring for the
Kids? report pointed out
weaknesses.

Big disparities existed in
credentials required of teach-
ers from one early childhood
setting to another. The pay

teachers received for doing
essentially the same work
also varied greatly. The state
lacked a coordinated system
of teacher preparation and
ongoing professional devel-
opment. Caregivers not
under the purview of the reg-
ulatory system didn’t know
where to get training, and
program directors often
lacked the skills needed to
oversee their programs and
handle personnel issues.

The push to correct these
and other shortcomings began
in 2002 with the creation of
the state Professional Devel-
opment Advisory Council.
This group went about the
job of developing a core body
of knowledge for early care
and education along with
content and competencies
expected for the various early
childhood credentials and
aligned them with state and
national standards.

They designed a profes-

sional development support
system that pulled the vari-
ous pieces of the professional
development puzzle together.
The result was Gateways to
Opportunity (http://www.
ilgateways.com/), the online
entity now linking the early
childhood community and
various players providing
professional development.

Teachers and staff as well
as those considering work in
the field can find guidance
through the Gateways inter-
active web site. A career lattice
illustrates the various path-
ways available to prospective
early childhood workers and
a searchable registry locates
suitably located degree pro-
grams that fit stated interests.
Other services include a child
care resource and referral
system and guidance on
scholarships and financial
assistance.

Money is often the oil
needed to lubricate the

Illinois: Building a Better ECE System
Coordinating Resources Through an Early Learning Council Proved Successful

Illinois provides a blueprint for a high-quality early childhood system.



professional development
machine, so Illinois estab-
lished Great START, a pro-
gram that provides wage
supplements to staff who
possess educational qualifica-
tions exceeding the mini-
mums set forth in licensing
requirements. The program
not only spurs staff to seek
better credentials, it also
helps programs retain them
once they’ve acquired the
education. Recipients must,
among other things, have a
record of maintaining
employment at the same pro-
gram site in order to qualify.

Subsequent research has
shown that programs where
Great START is in high use
are rated significantly higher
on classroom quality, teach-
ing indicators, and manage-
ment practices used by direc-
tors. Those programs are also
three times more likely to be
accredited.

Another key component
of the vision came together
in 2003, with the institution
of the Illinois Early Learning
Council (ELC), a strong
coordinating body that has
successfully pulled the state’s
early childhood assets into a
statewide system. The ELC

was born of legislation aimed
at expanding early education.
Its 65 members represent a
broad swath of stakeholders
from advocates to academics.

Well-known children’s
advocate Jerry Stermer, now

serving as chief of staff to
Governor Pat Quinn, says
a primary reason this
approach worked is that the
office of then-Governor Rod
Blagojevich made it plain
that the conversation about
early childhood education
was expected to take place
within the ELC even though
the state’s early childhood
programs reside in an array of
state agencies. With Stermer
on the ELC, that expectation
is sure to continue.

The ELC reviewed all
programs in the state, identi-
fied gaps in services, and col-
laborated with programs and
agencies to develop the blue-
print for eventually provid-
ing preschool for all. They
defined what early learning
programs should look like,
wrote an expansion plan,
and laid out the costs. They
called for the creation of
the Illinois Early Childhood
Asset Map to help guide allo-

cation of assets. It provides a
detailed spatial picture of
where young children of var-
ious socioeconomic groups
live and the services available
to them.

These efforts laid the
groundwork for bigger
things to come. In 2006, the
state launched Preschool for
All (PFA), the first program
in the nation aimed at pro-
viding pre-K for all 3- and
4-year-olds. At minimum,
PFA provides 12.5 hours
of weekly programming in
classrooms staffed by at least
one teacher with specialized
training and certification in
early childhood education.
Roll-out is scheduled to be
complete in 2012, and the
program is already serving
about 92,000 children.

In 2007, the Illinois
Department of Human
Services initiated a quality
rating system that indicates
various levels of quality. The

star-based rating system pro-
vides parents a user-friendly
frame of reference for judg-
ing programs. While partici-
pation in the program is vol-
untary, providers see the
recognition that comes with
the star ratings as positive and
most seek to be part of it.

The seven-year period
between the 2001Who’s
Caring for the Kids? report
and the recently released
2008 update by the same
name saw substantial
progress. The state made
gains in linking together the
components of a sustainable
early education system while
managing a rapidly growing
state pre-K program that
delivers high quality in a
variety of settings. Lead
teachers with a minimum of
a bachelor’s degree increased
from 37 percent to 48 per-
cent and about one-fifth of
lead teachers in private pro-
grams now hold an early
childhood certification in
addition to a bachelor’s
degree.

However, a lot of work
remains. Only one-third of
lead teachers working with
infants and toddlers have a
bachelor’s degree or higher.
Fewer than half of family
child care providers have an
associate degree or higher.
Disparities remain in com-
pensation of teachers in pub-
lic and private settings, and
diversity remains an issue in
the teacher corps. Even so,
the new report documents
the positive momentum in
Illinois and makes recom-
mendations for maintaining
it into the future.

Who’s Caring for the
Kids? The Status of the Early
Childhood Workforce in
Illinois – 2008 is available at
http://cecl.nl.edu/research/
reports/whos_caring_
summary_2008.pdf. �
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In 2006, the state

launched Preschool

for All, the first

program in the nation

aimed at providing

pre-K for all 3- and

4-year-olds.

A star-based quality rating system provides parents a frame of reference for
judging preschool programs.
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P R E S C H O O L N E W S F R O Min the trenches

It would be impossible to calculate
the number of children whose early
educations benefitted from purpose-
built facilities adhering to the princi-
ples espoused by Jim Greenman,
the pre-K development and design
expert who died in April. Greenman’s
body of work addressed a critical and
often overlooked need in early care
and education—developing facilities
with children’s physical and cognitive
needs in mind.

His articles, columns and
well-regarded books spelled out
approaches to facilities development
where children could spend six to
nine hours per day and learn in ways
appropriate to their ages and where
teachers, staff and parents could
interact effectively. Among his most
popular books were Caring Spaces,

Learning Places: Children’s Environ-
ments that Work and Places for
Childhoods: Making Quality Happen
in the Real World. Greenman cam-
paigned tirelessly for early childhood
facilities that incorporated features
such as large indoor spaces for chil-
dren’s active play, learning centers
where children gather for educational
activities, and conferencing space for
meetings with parents. And he was
quick to point out that many of the
square footage minimums set forth
in state standards were too low
to make inclusion of these
features practicable.

A frequent contributor
to magazines and jour-
nals, Greenman was
senior vice president
of education at Bright

Horizons Family Solutions, the
company specializing in providing
employer-sponsored early care and
education in the U.S. and abroad. �

Abbott Preschool Program Faces Funding Changes
If approved, a new school

funding formula in New
Jersey will change the way
the state’s well-regarded
Abbott Preschool Program
is funded. Proposed by
Governor Jon Corzine and
passed by the legislature last
year, the formula calls for
modifying the arrangement
whereby funding for educat-
ing low-income children has
been concentrated in the 31
neediest districts as ordered
by the New Jersey Supreme
Court. The new system,
which must be approved by
the court, metes out funding
according to a formula that
does not distinguish Abbott
students from other low-

income students in the state.
The formula provides more
state dollars to previously
under-funded, low-wealth
districts while reducing state
aid to the Abbott districts.

The new formula elimi-
nates features that many in
the Abbott system’s poorest
districts say are critical to
success. Among them is the
opportunity to provide line-
item budgets of particular-
ized needs so districts can
obtain supplemental aid.
That aid can be substantial
and is used to provide a
range of services, including
tutoring, counseling, after
school programs, interpreters
to help bridge language bar-

riers, and transportation.
“We don’t contest the new
formula as it applies across
the state but we do contest its
application in the Abbott dis-
tricts, which are the neediest
districts with overwhelming
concentrations of poverty,”
says Ellen M. Boylan, an
attorney at the Education
Law Center who represents
the students in the Abbott
districts.

Boylan says, “The essence
of the Abbott v. Burke deci-
sion is responding to particu-
larized need,” adding that
supplemental aid for leased
classroom space where there
isn’t adequate capacity or for
transporting preschoolers in

unsafe environments are real
needs not accounted for in
the new formula.

Superior Court Judge
Peter E. Doyne, appointed by
the high court to review the
formula, recommended that
it be accepted but that at least
three years of supplemental
funding for the Abbott dis-
tricts be provided. In court
filings, the state said it sup-
ports Doyne’s finding but
said continuing the supple-
mental funding gives Abbott
districts added funding not
available to other at-risk
students. The New Jersey
Supreme Court is expected
to rule on Doyne’s recom-
mendation this spring. �

Jim Greenman: Wrote the Book on Learning Spaces
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Jane Knitzer: An Architect of Change

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

ELL Working Group
Recommends Ways to
Invest Stimulus Dollars
Many, if not most, states continue to struggle in meeting

the needs of children and families for whom English is not
their first language. The 14-member English Language Learner
Working Group, which includes Eugene Garcia of Arizona
State University, Diane August at the Center for Applied
Linguistics, and NIEER Co-Directors Steve Barnett and Ellen
Frede, has identified opportunities for states to address these
shortcomings by way of economic stimulus money states are
receiving from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

The group recently released a set of recommendations that
target specific opportunities for improving ELL outcomes
through allocations to Title I, IDEA special education, technol-
ogy, data systems, teacher grants, early childhood education,
the National Science Foundation, and state stabilization grants.
The recommendations are available at http://nieer.org/docs/
index.php?DocID=256. �

Overweight Preschoolers Show
Early Signs of Heart Trouble

Researchers studying more than 3,000 children 3
to 6 years old found that those with large waist circum-
ferences and high body mass indexes (BMIs) were
more likely to show early signs of cardiovascular risk.
As BMIs and waist sizes increased, levels of C-reactive
protein, an indicator of heart disease risk, rose and lev-
els of HDL cholesterol (so-called good cholesterol)
declined.

Sarah Messiah, a University of Miami researcher
who analyzed the data from the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey, said the new findings
are worrisome in light of the fact that about one-quar-
ter of U.S. children aged 2 to 5 are overweight. The
researchers noted that the links between children’s
weight and levels of C-reactive protein and cholesterol
varied somewhat according to gender and race. They
said their findings show that the battle against obesity
needs to begin in early childhood. �

The early childhood community lost
an important leader when Jane Knitzer,
prominent child development expert
and executive director of the National
Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP)
at Columbia University, died in March.
Knitzer may be best known for calling
attention to the need to promote the
healthy social and emotional develop-
ment of children in low-income families
from infancy.

Her ground-breaking 1982 report
Unclaimed Children: The Failure of Public
Responsibility to Children and Adolescents
in Need of Mental Health Services exam-
ined the availability of mental health
services for emotionally disturbed chil-
dren and is widely credited with spurring
mental health agencies to step up efforts
to serve children.

A 1990 report Knitzer co-authored,
At the Schoolhouse Door: An Examination
of Programs and Policies for Children with

Behavioral and Emotional Problems, pro-
vided the first comprehensive look at the
quality of schooling being provided chil-
dren with emotional and behavioral dis-
orders. It sparked policymakers to focus
on expanding special education services.

While at NCCP, she emphasized
strong policy research on family eco-
nomic security, children’s mental health,
and child welfare. Before joining the
organization in 1994, she had been on
the faculty at Cornell University, New
York University, and Bank Street College
of Education.

On the 25th anniversary of the
Unclaimed Children report, NCCP
published Unclaimed Children Revisited,
finding that while knowledge about
how to treat children’s problems has
expanded, struggles remain in delivery
of effective services. Jane Knitzer’s work
is not yet finished, but her contributions
continue to enhance children’s lives. �
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J. Lawrence Aber, Sandra J. Bishop-Josef, Stephanie M.
Jones, Kathryn Taaffe McLearn, and Deborah A. Phillips
(Editors)

American Psychological Association
Washington, DC
311 pp., ISBN 1-59147-425-6
$79.95

Child Development and
Social Policy: Knowledge for
Action grew out of a project
designed to honor the work
of Dr. Edward F. Zigler.
Zigler is a renowned early
education expert who is
an Emeritus Yale Sterling
Professor of Psychology, co-
founder of the federal Head
Start program, and NIEER
Scientific Advisory Board
member. Members of the
executive committee of
planning for this project
pulled together a large body

of research on child development and social policy, a field
Zigler contributed to in many aspects. This resulted in this
edited volume, containing 16 articles written by researchers in
the field of child development and social policy and addressing
various topics related to Zigler’s contributions to the field. The
volume is divided into four major sections, each according to
a theme based on Zigler’s work.

In Part I: “Making History: Child Development and Social
Policy,” the chapters come together to tell the story of the
emerging field as it combines the best of research to move
toward action. As the editors of the volume note, “good science,
rigorous research and clear thinking are necessary, but not
sufficient to benefit children” (p. 4). These chapters put Zigler’s
contributions into historical and political context, describing
how his work influenced the development of the field.

The chapters in the second part, “Ensuring Good Beginnings
for All Children,” are devoted to an important problem facing

children and families—the wide gap between what children
need in the early years and what they currently receive. In this
section, the reader learns about the formation of the Head Start
program and various reforms to the program designed to help
narrow this gap. Other topics addressed concerning the gap
between what programs should and do provide for young chil-
dren are the merits and pitfalls of both universal and targeted
programs. Here, NIEER researchers contribute to the debate
with a chapter devoted to analysis of the movement toward
universal preschool education programs throughout the United
States. Also addressed in this section is the overlap of research
and advocacy in promoting the successful development of early
care and education policies.

“Addressing the Needs of the Most Vulnerable Children
and Families,” the third part of the volume, moves beyond
Head Start to address larger issues contributing to poverty and
its effects on children. The chapters here describe work, all of
which was either conducted or supported by Zigler, done in a
variety of areas related to breaking the cycle of poverty.

Moving from focus on the whole child to a focus on the
factors influencing the child’s development brings the reader
to the final section of the book, titled “Strengthening Children,
Families, and Communities.” Here the reader learns about
Zigler’s influence on parent education via his aim to serve
parents as well as children through the Head Start program.
Other specific topics addressed in these final chapters include
children’s social and emotional development, the family sup-
port movement, and the impact of new media for disseminat-
ing information and advancing child development initiatives.

The book ends with an epilogue from Zigler himself. In a
few pages, he briefly outlines his journey from empirical scien-
tist to policy implementer to researcher and advocate—and
calls for the torch of useful research to be carried on by his
students and others throughout the nation.

This book successfully provides a broad overview of the
field of child development and social policy while also pointing
the reader to specific programs and issues that have led to past
developments, that modify current thinking, and that will
ultimately affect the future of the field. �

Reviewed by Jen Fitzgerald
Public Information Officer, NIEER

Related Reading

Child Development and Social Policy:
Knowledge for Action
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newsmaker PEOPLE MAK ING NEWS

Senator Ted Kennedy on the Federal Role in
Early Care and Education
Few people have been as
involved in the struggle for
health and education services
for children for as long as
eight-term Senator Edward J.
Kennedy. A staunch supporter
of Head Start and other early
childhood programs, Kennedy
serves as chairman of the
Senate Health, Education,
Labor and Pensions Commit-
tee. Preschool Matters asked
him about the state of early
education and the federal
role in it.

Q: Perhaps more than any-
body in Washington, you
have fought the longest and
hardest for early childhood
education. As you well know,
garnering support for dedi-
cating the kind of resources
needed to effectively educate
young children has been an
uphill battle. Now that sub-
stantial new funding is com-
ing by way of the stimulus
plan, what are your thoughts?
A: Overall, the recovery
investment is a major step
toward ending the current
economic nightmare and
renewing the promise of the
American dream, and early
childhood education will be
one of the most important
beneficiaries. More teachers
can be trained and hired, and
the quality of early learning
programs will be increased.
There will also be needed
new support for child care,
which means that more
young children will be cared
for while their parents are
at work or looking for jobs.
These steps are significant,
but more remains to be done.

I look forward to working
with Congress and the
administration to see that all
young children receive the
early learning and support
they need to be successful
when they reach school.

Q: What do you say to those
who maintain that ramping
up funding for early care and
education in a stimulus plan
is setting up the early child-
hood community for a fall
since the money coming from
stimulus is not permanent
funding?
A: Each year of a child’s life
is important. We can’t deny
young children today based
on what we may or may not
do two years from now.
These funds are critical to
keeping parents working and
children in safe and produc-
tive early learning environ-
ments. In Massachusetts
alone, I’ve heard countless
stories of parents no longer
able to afford the high cost
of child care, and schools
struggling to cover basic
costs for transportation, food
and staff. Few federal dollars
are better spent. These invest-
ments need to be maintained
and even increased, so that
all children are not only ready
for school, but are also well-
prepared to become success-
ful members of the workforce.

Q: With the enhanced fund-
ing for Head Start and some
bills in Congress aimed at
helping states fund their
pre-K programs, some say
we should be moving toward
a more coordinated system

of federal/state preschool. Do
you think that’s a good idea?
A: Yes. Many states have
begun to invest in early
childhood education and
child care programs. In
Massachusetts we have Head
Start, Early Head Start, state-
funded prekindergarten and
other community-based early
learning programs for chil-
dren and their families. Better
coordination of these invest-
ments at all levels will reduce
gaps in services, increase
cooperation among early
childhood educators and
providers, and optimize the
impact of these investments.
That’s why state advisory
councils were included in
the Improving Head Start for
School Readiness Act passed
by Congress in 2007. Councils
will help states align their
programs and coordinate
investments in early learning
and child care. The role
and responsibilities of these
councils will assure the con-
tinuing success of early learn-
ing programs. We must also
see that the Department of
Education and the Depart-
ment of Health and Human

Services coordinate in ways
that optimize programs for
young children and their
families.

Q: Taxpayers need to know
how effective any new invest-
ments in early childhood
education are at producing
positive results. Are there
issues or questions that
research might address that
would help you and your
colleagues develop better
policy?
A: The science of brain dev-
elopment and years of data
from high-quality early
childhood programs such as
Head Start, Perry Preschool
and Abbott have made
Congress and the country
much better aware of the
importance of investing in
this area. In coming years,
it will be important to have
research that sheds additional
light on the short-term
benefits associated with high-
quality early learning oppor-
tunities and gives us a better
understanding of the key
components of high-quality
programs, such as staffing
CONTINUED ON PAGE 11>>
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Children begin their jour-
ney on the road to literacy
early, interacting in myriad
ways with adults and other
children and in the process
picking up language, the
alphabet and other literacy-
related aspects of their envi-
ronment. How this process
unfolds and is nurtured by
parents and teachers is more
important than previously
thought, since it builds skills
that determine how well kids
will read, write and spell later.
A long-awaited report from
the National Early Literacy
Panel (NELP) sheds some
light on which early skills
and teaching approaches in
the early years most closely
correlate with later reading
success.

The panel reviewed a
broad swath of research in its
quest, examining more than
500 research articles that were
judged to offer some insight
into the question: “What
skills and abilities are linked
to later outcomes in reading,
writing, and spelling?” These
were then included in a large
meta-analysis, or quantitative
summary, of the literature.

Six of the many literacy-
related variables the NELP
looked at were found to
consistently predict later
literacy outcomes. They
are the ability to:

• Know the names and
sounds associated with
printed letters (alphabet
knowledge),

• Hear and play with
the sounds of language
(phonological awareness—
for example, rhyming or
alliteration),

• Rapidly name a sequence of
letters or digits (rapid auto-
matic naming),

• Rapidly name a sequence
of repeating random sets of
pictures, colors or objects,

• Write letters in isolation
on request or write one’s
own name, and

• Remember spoken infor-
mation for a short period
of time (phonological
short-term memory).

Other early literacy-
related skills were moderately
correlated with later literacy
achievement but their effects
weren’t consistent across the
studies. Surprising to many
was the finding in this analy-
sis that oral language skills

were in and of themselves a
relatively weak predictor of
later reading success. Some
components of oral language,
such as listening comprehen-
sion, grammar, and learning
what words mean, relate
more strongly to reading
achievement but the panel
said focusing on vocabulary
alone is not sufficient for
helping children become
good readers.

Implications for
Instruction
The panel also looked at
the effectiveness of teaching
strategies, practices and pro-
grams in developing early
skills that lead to later liter-
acy. Teaching children how
to understand the alphabet

(code-focused interventions)
had moderate to large posi-
tive effects on a broad range
of early literacy outcomes.
Book-sharing interventions,
home and parenting inter-
ventions, preschool pro-
grams, and language
enhancement interventions
also had positive effects.

Dorothy Strickland, the
Samuel DeWitt Proctor Pro-
fessor at Rutgers University
and NIEER Distinguished
Research Fellow, served on
the panel and says that in
light of the new findings,
there are some things at
which educators, programs
and parents of preschoolers
should be looking. “Educa-
tors need to consider these
findings in terms of their

What Leads to Literacy?

A NELP report sheds some light on which early learning skills correlate with later reading success.

New Report Identifies Early Childhood Skills That Predict Later Reading,
Writing and Spelling Ability. Experts Urge Caution in Applying the Findings.
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and professional development, curriculum, class size, stan-
dards, and resources and their direct benefits. Research will
also give us a better analysis of workforce development;
beyond general statistics on early childhood educators, broadly
it would be helpful for legislators to have a more detailed
understanding of the skills, training, opportunities and chal-
lenges facing early education providers working with infants
and toddlers in quality early learning settings.

Q: The preponderance of responsibility for public education
has traditionally rested with the states but the federal role
is clearly growing. How big do you think the federal role
should be?
A: The aim of the federal government is to become a resource
by providing a framework for setting achievement benchmarks
that will make our country globally competitive. Because of
the unfortunate reality of unequal access and unequal quality
in education nationwide, the federal role has to expand in

order to level the playing field among the states, improve
early childhood education and child care standards, and make
certain that students are educated in ways that will enable
them to be successful in the 21st century global economy.
The challenge is for the federal role to grow in a constructive
partnership with the states.

Q: During the previous administration you made a special
effort to reach across the aisle and work with your Republican
colleagues on issues such as the Head Start Reauthorization.
Yet examples of that spirit have seemed the exception rather
than the rule in recent years. Do you see us returning to an
era of more bipartisanship?
A: Reaching consensus on the issues and achieving the best
outcome for the nation will always be our priority. We’ll
continue to reach across the aisle to achieve our goals on
these issues. All of us are encouraged by President Obama’s
commitment to such bipartisanship, and I’m hopeful that
we can keep these key issues out of the partisan arena. �

Senator Ted Kennedy: Dedicated to Disadvantaged Kids

implications for develop-
mentally appropriate prac-
tice. Children who are
immersed in activities that
combine active experiences,
rich conversations, and
print-related activities are apt
to develop the foundational
skills required to become
successful readers and writ-
ers. Rapid naming, for exam-
ple, is largely a consequence
of numerous meaningful
exposures to oral language
and print. However, the crit-
ical instructional objective
should focus on promoting
children’s deep understand-
ing and ability to apply what
is learned,” she says.

The panel was unable
to be conclusive in a number
of areas either because of
methodological limitations
of the research or because
relatively few of the studies
provided measures of aspects
that would yield answers. To
fill that gap, Strickland and
her colleagues recommended
future research priorities.
More longitudinal studies of
complex interventions would

make it possible to evaluate
the long-term value of the
more recent ambitious efforts
to develop early literacy skills.
More studies focusing on
English Language Learners
are also needed.

Literacy experts have
praised the NELP undertak-
ing and at the same time sug-

gest care in interpreting the
findings. A statement from
NIEER Co-Directors Steve
Barnett and Ellen Frede
discusses the strengths and
weaknesses inherent in meta-
analyses with studies of
uneven quality using widely
varying outcome measures,
explains factors in children’s
early learning that underlie
some of NELP’s findings,
and cautions educators about
revising teaching practices
solely on the basis of correla-
tions identified in the NELP
report.

They point out that cor-
relation of a skill with later
literacy is not the same as
causation. Rapidly naming
random letters, a skill the
panel found correlates with
later literacy is a case in
point. Barnett and Frede say
it would be a mistake for
teachers to now focus on
teaching kids to rapidly
name letters. That’s because
rapidly naming letters is an
“indicator of a set of skills
and abilities that not only
predict later literacy, but

are also indicative of better
memory skills, higher innate
intelligence, and more
enriched environments. So,
which is actually the cause of
better reading abilities later?
There is no research to show
that using direct instruction
to teach rapid letter naming
will actually lead to better
reading comprehension in
later grades,” they write.

In addition, five promi-
nent experts from five uni-
versities drafted a joint
response to the NELP report
that, among other things,
lays out reasons why the
report finds that language
is of secondary importance
in predicting reading even
though the field of literacy
accords it a central role. The
NIEER statement and the
joint response are available at
http://nieer.org/docs/index.
php?DocID=252.
The NELP report is available
at http://www.nifl.gov/nifl/
publications/pdf/NELP
Report09.pdf. �

“Children who are

immersed in activities

that combine active

experiences, rich

conversations, and

print-related activities

are apt to develop the

foundational skills

required to become

successful readers

and writers.”

Dorothy Strickland,
NIEER
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About 10 percent of chil-
dren experience a pattern of
being victimized physically
or socially by peers during
their school years. This can
lead to problems like depres-
sion, low self-esteem, and
substance abuse. Research
shows the behaviors associ-
ated with peer victimization
are present by age 4 or 5 but
until recently, there wasn’t
much research looking at
both child- and family-level
predictors of victimization
at this age. A large study of
Canadian children partici-
pating in the Quebec Lon-
gitudinal Study of Child
Development corrects this
and sheds light on common
trajectories of peer victim-
ization among young chil-
dren and the factors that
predict them.

Edward D. Barker,
University of Alabama,
Tuscaloosa and colleagues
in Canada and the United

Kingdom used responses to
questions about peer victim-
ization from teachers, parents
and children themselves at
various ages up to 6 years
to identify common trajec-
tories of victimization. The
researchers identified three
trajectories that children
commonly follow. Most
common was low level of
victimization but increasing,
followed by moderate level
but increasing and finally,
high level and chronic.
Seventy-one percent of the
children fell in the lower
level, 25 percent in the mod-
erate level, and 4 percent in
the high/chronic level.

Once the trajectories
were defined, they looked
at factors that predict those
trajectories such as harsh,
reactive parenting, insuffi-
cient parental income, and
greater physical aggression
in the child. The best predic-
tor of both the high/chronic

and moderate/increasing
trajectories was high levels
of early physical aggression
displayed by the kids. Chil-
dren displaying aggression
as early as 17 months of age
were more likely to experi-
ence peer victimization
in preschool. In contrast,
hyperactivity and internaliz-
ing behavior at early ages did
not predict peer victimiza-
tion in preschool—although
the authors cautioned they
may do so in later grades.

Another key finding is
that both harsh, reactive
parenting and insufficient
parental income predicted
preschool peer victimization
above and beyond a child’s
aggressive behavior. Harsh,
reactive parenting distin-
guished the high/chronic
group from the two others
whereas insufficient income
distinguished the three
trajectories.

The authors speculate

that the coercive processes
that typify harsh parenting
may provide a training
ground for children to
further develop aggressive
patterns with peers, ulti-
mately resulting in rejection
from the group. Whatever
the case, the findings in this
study suggest intervening
early with parents and chil-
dren could help prevent
a lifetime of victimization
and disappointment.

Predictive Validity and
Early Predictors of Peer
Victimization Trajectories
in Preschool is the first large
study using multiple inform-
ants to provide evidence that
patterns of peer victimiza-
tion emerge from the time
children begin interacting
socially. It’s available in the
Archives of General Psychiatry,
October 2008 and online at
http://archpsyc.ama-assn.org/
cgi/reprint/65/10/1185. �

Predictors of Peer Victimization in Preschool
Intervening Early to Target Parenting Skills and Children’s Behavior Could Head
Off Long-Term Victimization by Peers


