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STATE-FUNDED PRESCHOOL EDUCATION: A TURN IN THE ROAD

In 2006-2007, state-funded preschool education halted a troubling trend in per-child funding, achieved
important milestones in expanding access, and continued the march toward higher quality standards.

WHAT'S NEW?
e State spending per child rose to $3,642 on average, halting, if not reversing, a trend of declining per-child
commitment that has persisted for years.

e Total spending by state governments reached an all-time high of more than $3.7 billion.

* More than a million children attended state-funded preschool education, making states the largest source of
public pre-K.
e Thirty of the 38 states with programs increased enrollment.

* Twenty-two percent of all 4-year-olds in the nation attended state-funded pre-K, an increase from 20 percent
in the previous year.

* Access for 3-year-olds rose, perhaps signaling a new trend toward expanding services at this age, as well.

* Seven states improved on NIEER’s Quality Standards Checklist, indicating that quality standards, while
variable across states, continue to improve.

* A new ranking is provided for spending reported from all sources, which averaged $4,134 per child, despite
incomplete data for some states. Using these more complete spending per child figures, we estimate that at
least 19 of 38 states spend enough to meet all 10 benchmarks.

DISPARITIES

Behind the national averages lie large and growing disparities, making it ever more obvious that the chances
for a child to benefit from state pre-K are largely determined by the state where he or she lives. The top 10
states in access now serve more than one-third of all their 4-year-olds. (See Box.) Longtime leader Oklahoma
serves more than two-thirds of its 4-year-olds with high-quality state pre-K, and nearly three-quarters when
special education is considered. In marked contrast, a dozen states still provide no state-funded preschool
education to even their most disadvantaged families other than special education services for young children
with disabilities. (See Box.)

State Percent of 4-Year-Olds Served No-Program States

State Pre-K State Pre-K & Alaska
Special Education Hawaii

Oklahoma 68.4 73.2 Idaho
Florida 56.7 61.8 Indiana
Georgia 53.3 57.9 Mississippi
W. Virginia 45.8 55.3 Montana
Texas 45.2 48.6 New Hampshire
Vermont 449 53.9 North Dakota
S. Carolina 37.8 43.8 Rhode Island
Wisconsin 36.1 44.0 South Dakota
New York 34.6 44.6 Utah
Maryland 34.0 39.6 Wyoming

Other important disparities across the states include:
e State spending ranges from nothing in 12 states to more than $10,000 per child in New Jersey.

* Degree requirements for teachers range from a bachelor's degree with teaching certificate in early
childhood in some states to little more than a high school diploma in a number of other states

e Maximum class sizes and staff-child ratios range from no limit in Texas and Kansas to 15 children
with a teacher and full-time assistant in New Jersey’s Abbott program.



GAINS FOR 3-YEAR-OLDS

Access for 3-year-olds in 2006-2007 rose 10 percent over the previous year
and only two states serving 3-year-olds had substantive enrollment decreases. Top 5 States Serving
Access for this age group has increased 28 percent since NIEER began 3-Year-Olds

tracking the data in 2001-2002. This is a welcome development since

the effects of poor educational opportunities for children at risk are clearly Illinois

. . . . Vermont
evident by age 3. Still, provision for 3-year-olds remains modest and New Jerse
concentrated in fewer states compared to programs for 4-year-olds. The new Arkansas J
leader in serving 3-year-olds is lllinois, which became the first state committed Kentucky

to serving all 3-year-olds. lllinois now serves 19 percent of its 3-year-olds,
matching the national average for 4-year-olds from just a few years ago.

MARCH TOWARD QUALITY

The rapid enrollment growth in state pre-K that NIEER has documented over the last six years only retains
its value if quality is maintained. While funding and other commitments have not always kept pace with
enrollment, it is noteworthy that states have continued their progress toward higher standards. In 2006-2007,

improvements in program standards enabled seven states to meet more benchmarks on NIEER's Quality
Standards Checklist.

High quality standards are preconditions for attaining educational effectiveness. Alone, they do not guarantee
children a highly effective education. However, in conjunction with continuous improvement efforts focused on
teaching in the classroom, high standards have helped states to produce substantial learning gains for children
from all social and economic backgrounds as several studies now document.’

TOWARD A MORE CERTAIN COMMITMENT

Overall, there is more positive news than negative to report from 2007. For the first time since NIEER began
collecting data on state pre-K programs, spending per child rose after adjusting for inflation. This important
change occurred despite a rise in enrollment to an all time high. It is important for children and the nation that
this trend continues. Fiscal Year 2007 was a relatively good year for state revenues. Future revenue projections
are less rosy and a recession that could reduce state revenues even more sharply may loom on the horizon.

Even in a good budget year like 2007, all boats did not rise. Three states (Arizona, Oregon and Nebraska) cut
nominal spending and nine failed to keep up with inflation. The result in those states was reduced enrollment,
reduced funding per child, or both. In tough budget years there will be more pressure to reduce enrollments
and inadequately fund state pre-K. What can be done to prevent this from happening?
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WHAT QUALIFIES AS A STATE PRESCHOOL PROGRAM?

Our Yearbook focuses on state-funded preschool initiatives meeting these criteria:
e The initiative is funded, controlled, and directed by the state.

e The initiative serves children of prekindergarten age, usually 3 and/or 4. Although initiatives in some states
serve broader age ranges, programs that serve only infants and toddlers are excluded.

e Early childhood education is the primary focus of the initiative. This does not exclude programs that offer
parent education but does exclude programs that mainly focus on parent education.

* The initiative offers a group learning experience to children at least two days per week.

e State-funded preschool education initiatives must be distinct from the state’s system for subsidized child care.
However, preschool initiatives may be coordinated and integrated with the subsidy system for child care.

e The initiative is not primarily designed to serve children with disabilities but may include children with
disabilities.

e State supplements to the federal Head Start program are considered to constitute de facto state preschool
programs if they substantially expand the number of children served and the state assumes some
administrative responsibility for the program. State supplements to fund quality improvements, extended
days, or other program enhancements and that expand enrollment minimally are not considered equivalent
to a state preschool program.

While ideally this report would identify all prekindergarten funding streams at the state, local, and federal
levels, there are a number of limitations on the data that make this extremely difficult to do. For example,
prekindergarten is only one of several types of educational programs toward which local districts can target
their Title | funds. Many states do not track how Title | funds are used at the local level and the extent to which
they are spent on prekindergarten. Another challenge involves tracking total state spending for child care,
using a variety of available sources, such as CCDF dollars, TANF funds, and any state funding above and
beyond the required matches for federal funds. Also, although some of these child care funds may be used
for high-quality, educational, center-based programs for 3- and 4-year-olds that closely resemble programs
supported by state prekindergarten initiatives, it is nearly impossible to determine what proportion of the
funds are spent this way.

AGE GROUPINGS USED IN THIS REPORT

Children considered to be 3 years old during the 2006-2007 school year are those who were eligible to
enter kindergarten two years later, during the 2008-2009 school year. Children considered to be 4 years
old during the 2006-2007 school year were eligible to enter kindergarten one year later, during the 2007-
2008 school year. Children considered to be 5 years old during the 2006—-2007 school year were already
eligible for kindergarten at the beginning of the 2006-2007 program year.
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