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Remarks by Secretary Arne Duncan 

The State of Preschool  – NIEER 2013 Yearbook Release Press Call 

Monday, May 12, 2013 

 

 

 

Thank you Steve, for your leadership and passion for high-quality preschool.  

 

The 2013 Yearbook represents an exciting collaboration between the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) at the U.S. Department of Education and the National Institute for Early Education 

Research (NIEER) to provide useful and high-quality data on the state of preschool in the U.S. 

 

This information is critical to Congress, state policymakers and – most importantly – educators and 

parents across the country. 

Although the tremendous expansion we’ve seen in state-funded preschool programs in the last year is not 

captured in this report, this data is a reminder of how much work we have left to do to ensure that every 

child gets a running start on success in school and in life through high-quality early learning 

opportunities. 

 

In this report, for the first time in more than a decade, the number of children participating in state 

preschool nationally declined from the previous year –with nearly 9,000 fewer 4-year-olds enrolled. 

 

Spending per child across the country varies by state from nearly $15,000 to less than $1,300, and only 

four states hit all ten of the NIEER benchmarks for quality. 

But there are some bright spots, and not all of them are captured in this report. We’ve seen a bipartisan set 

of leaders from across the country make significant investments to expand access to quality early 

learning. They are aside politics and ideology and simply doing the right thing for children and the nation. 

 

Last year 30 governors -17 Republicans and 13 Democrats - increased funding for state preschool 

programs. That is true leadership in action! 

 

More often than not, the progress is coming from the local level, as mayors respond to the public’s 

demands - such as in San Antonio, Seattle and Boston.   

As the economy revives, we need the public - which overwhelmingly favors more resources for quality 

preschool – to call on elected officials to make access to high-quality preschool the rule, not the 

exception. 

 

At the federal level, we are grateful to Congress for providing $250 million [dollars] for a new Preschool 

Development Grant program, recognizing the positive impact early education has on the trajectory of 

young children’s learning and development. 

 

All states are eligible to apply for these grants, which we will administer jointly with our partners at the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

The grants will help states develop or enhance their capacity to effectively deliver high-quality preschool 

programs for our most vulnerable children across our nation - in cities, towns, districts, rural or tribal 

areas, and other diverse communities with a high level of need. 

 

Over the last few weeks, I’ve testified before Congress. I shared our fiscal year 2015 budget request to 

continue the President’s commitment to expand educational opportunity for millions of children through a 

$75 billion Preschool for All program.  
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That program would create a state-federal partnership to support voluntary, universal access to high-

quality preschool for all 4-year-olds from low- and moderate-income families.  

On Wednesday, the Senate will be marking up the Strong Start for America’s Children Act, which mirrors 

the President’s vision for early learning. 

 

There is nothing more important that Congress could do for our youngest learners, their families, and our 

country than to pass this bipartisan bill that Senator Harkin introduced last November with Congressmen 

Hanna and Miller. 

 

Their leadership and bipartisanship means so much, because early learning must not be a partisan issue.  

And, in fact, it is the ultimate bipartisan issue. 

 

The bill is supported not just by early learning groups, but by business, law-enforcement, and retired 

military groups. It’s supported by the faith-based community, non-profits and corporate CEOs. 

 

This unusual, highly diverse coalition recognizes that investing in high-quality preschool means more 

kids graduating from high school and fewer being brought into the criminal justice system. 

 

It means more students being able to join the military, go to college, and become productive members of 

our society.  

 

We just need Congress to catch up and pay attention to what is happening in the real world. 

Today, nationally, as the NIEER Yearbook shows, fewer than 30 percent of 4-year-olds are enrolled in 

state-funded preschool programs, and 10 states still do not offer it at all.   

 

Sadly, we’re 25
th
 among industrialized countries in enrollment of 4-year-olds in early learning. 

 

If we’re going to lead in the global economy, we must do better – in countries like Germany and Japan, 

more than 95 percent of 4-year olds are enrolled in early childhood education. 

 

Quality early education can be a game-changer for the kids who need the most support.  It’s good for 

them and their families, and for our country’s long-term economic success.  Ultimately, it’s an investment 

in our collective future.  

 

Back to you, Steve. 

 


