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Discussion Group #4:

One System or Two?  Can Universal Preschool and the PK-3 Movement be Integrated with Early Care and Education System-Building in the States?

Background
Two concepts – big ideas – are competing to guide the future organization and delivery of services for young children.  One is the effort by states and communities to build comprehensive early childhood systems for children birth to five.  The other is the PK-3 concept to reform public schools to create a new first level of education that includes universal pre-kindergarten.  

Early Childhood Systems

An early care and education system is an integrated set of policies, services and supports for all children birth to five. From a finance reform perspective, system building can involve redirecting existing investments as well as making new investments. Many states and communities are engaged in building early childhood systems, some with help from national organizations like the Build Initiative, Smart Start's National Technical Assistance Center and the National Governors’ Association and others.  This work is also fueled by federal Maternal and Child Health Bureau planning and implementation grants to develop State Early Childhood Comprehensive Systems. 

System-building takes many forms. Some states e.g., Georgia, Massachusetts, and Washington have re-organized state level governance and administration to support a birth-five system (see related issue brief on Emerging Entities) bringing together child care, pre-kindergarten, Head Start Collaboration, regulation and quality initiatives into one agency.  
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Others, like North Carolina's Smart Start, link communities to a statewide public-private system.  Illinois established an Early Learning Council to plan a comprehensive system for children birth to five and is the only state where pre-kindergarten funding includes a set-aside for programs for infants and toddlers.  Rhode Island created Starting Right, their early care and education system, which includes quality initiatives, Head Start-like comprehensive services networks, and health benefits for family child care providers and center staff (Mitchell, 2005a).  Pennsylvania established a cross-agency Early Learning Team, and a set of regional organizations, called Keys to Quality, to lead the effort. 

Universal PreK and PK-3 Schools

The pre-kindergarten (PreK) movement has been advancing steadily over many decades, with fairly rapid expansion in the past 15 years. The spread of preschool is in many ways a welcome development, from a finance reform perspective, since it generally means a net gain in funding for early childhood programs.  More than 40 states now have state-funded PreK and at least seven states have established universal preschool (Georgia, Oklahoma, Florida) or set it as a goal (New York, West Virginia, Massachusetts, California).  Recently, local governments have joined the preschool movement (e.g., Houston, Seattle, and Los Angeles).  In 2003, 45 states invested over $2.5 billion in preschool programs (NIEER, 2005). 
The rhetoric around PreK often makes it seem like a public school-only program.  In fact, only one state – Kansas – specifically limits provision to public schools.  Most states permit child care, Head Start and other entities to provide preschool, assuming they can meet its standards. It is the ability to meet PreK standards and the capacity to forge working relationships with the public schools, not the setting, that defines participation. Yet national studies indicate that about three-quarters of all state-funded preschool classrooms are in public school settings (Gilliam & Marchesseault, 2005).  The proportion in non-school settings ranges widely from 5% in Kentucky to 85% in Connecticut (Schumacher, Ewen, Hart & Lombardi, 2005).  

The concept of PK-3 is to re-structure schools so education begins at age 3 and continues through grade 3, following part of the developmental stage of early childhood. This structure aligns standards, curriculum and assessment across the grades, making for smoother transitions for children and is seen as more cost effective since schools have a variety of funding sources.  An earlier version of this concept, advanced in the early 1990s by the National Association of State Boards of Education, proposed organizing schools into early childhood units (K and primary grades) networked with community programs for younger children.  No mention is made of non-school settings in the current concept of PK-3; this appears to be a public school model (FCD, 2005). The Frank Porter Graham Center at UNC-Chapel Hill is developing such a model, called First School.

State PreK policy is pulled in both directions:  on the one hand, PreK can build on the existing system of child care, private preschool and Head Start, expanding parent choice.  

It has potential for improving the quality of programs for all children and offers a foundation for ensuring that there is continuity of care for children, birth to five.  On the other hand, the vast majority of PreK classes are now in public schools and the PK-3 movement sees the spread of PreK as fertile ground for promoting PK-3.  

One System?
Establishing a set of common standards and assessments that all funders and programs use is a key step in system-building.  One approach to common standards is a state-designed Quality Rating System (QRS).  Such a system is built on a set of standards that incorporate several levels of practice and can apply to all types of early care and education.  About 12 states have implemented QRS and over 30 are in the planning stages.  Most states include all forms of child care (center, family, school-age) and Head Start.  Four of the 11 states operating QRS include state-funded preschool programs and many of those in the planning stage intend to do so (Mitchell, 2005b).  QRS can also incorporate child outcome standards, also called early learning standards, as well as practitioner standards including teacher licensing. 

A key element of any early childhood system is a well-qualified and well-compensated workforce.  Standards for practitioners are essential and must be aligned with program and child outcome standards.  Several states (e.g., Arizona, Massachusetts, Nebraska, New Mexico, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin) are working specifically to create professional development systems that work for practitioners in all early care and education settings,
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Discussion Questions

1. Will the field of early childhood education become two separate systems:  one for children 3-8 mainly in public schools and one for children birth to 3 that is public-private (community-based)?  Will ‘after-school programs’ expand to include 3- and 4-year-olds? Can we build one system of high quality early childhood education for all children birth to 5?  Which concept will prevail?  Or can the concepts co-exist – aligning the birth to five system with kindergarten and primary grades of school?  Should the birth to 5 system concept expand to include birth to 8?

2. What will it take to create one system out of two distinct movements?  Are the integrating concepts that we are using in system-building work powerful enough to engage the PK-3 movement?  For example, common standards as in quality rating systems and cross-sector professional development systems.   

3. How can we connect the interest in PreK and PK-3 with states’ birth to five system-building and help policymakers understand that their ability to achieve their goals for 4- year-olds depends on what happens to children from birth on?

4. How can we most effectively engage State Education Departments, local governments, foundations, business, education reformers and PreK advocates in developing common ECE standards and assessment tools (for programs, practitioners and children) that apply to a range of settings and age groups? 

5. Should the QRS “movement” think more critically about how to incorporate the needs/standards/perspectives of education departments, school districts and preschool programs and administrators? If so, how should we approach this task?

6. What about practitioner standards and cross-sector professional development systems – how do we bridge the divide between education system’s reliance on teachers with BA and MA degrees and Head Start and child care’s reliance on teachers with CDA credentials, AA degrees and workplace training?

7. What about child outcomes (early learning guidelines) and growing demands for child assessment?  How do we apply this standard in multiple settings? How do we ensure that assessment is done well and cost-effectively?

8. What other policies and/or supports are needed to build a diverse early childhood system that includes services in schools as well as non-school settings?

9. What additional information or tools are needed to successfully integrate universal preschool, the PK-3 movement and early childhood system-building?
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