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The White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for African-Americans (WHIEEAA) has a
mandate on behalf of African-American students to close the achievement gap. This goal
requires attention to the full education continuum, from the early childhood years through
adulthood. Learning begins at birth and the preparation for learning starts well before birth.
To solve the employment and education crises facing black children' and America we must
first ensure that all children have access to high-quality early education." Not only must we
work towards providing African-American students with access to high-quality early education,
we must also make a concerted effort to provide support for them inside and outside the
classroom, extending through college completion and career entry. The first step to ensuring
that African-American students grow up to become successful and healthy adults is to give
them access to high-quality early education. To accomplish this, the WHIEEAA is working to
ensure that all African-American children have a quality early start. We are honored to work
with the National Institute for Early Education Research to ensure that all African-American
students have access to high-quality early learning opportunities” starting at birth.

Introduction

For no other community of individuals is access to high quality early childhood education and
childcare opportunities more essential than it is for African-Americans, as this paper shows.

! The terms “African-American” and “black” are used interchangeably throughout to refer to descendants of the African diaspora.

2 “High-quality programs” as those employing highly skilled staff (with experience and credentials in child development or early learning related
fields of study), maintaining small class sizes and high adult-to-student ratios, fostering language and resource-rich environments, employing
age- and developmentally appropriate curricula, nurturing positive relationships, and facilitating consistent child and family engagement
(Harvard University Center on the Developing Child).



The majority of children from low-income families, and African-American students in particular,
are without access to high-quality early childhood education.? As this level of education has
been shown to provide the foundation for students to be successful in school and in life, the
lack of it can make students less likely to enter elementary school prepared for success.?

The “achievement gap” between students of different social and economic backgrounds can be
directly linked to opportunity gaps, including lower access to high-quality education
opportunities. Concerns about the achievement gap frequently focus on state and national
standardized tests, beginning in grades 3 or 4. Over the past 40 years, the achievement gap has
narrowed at all ages, with the largest gains being made for African-American children.
Nevertheless, the academic achievement of this group of children remains far below that of
White children and of Hispanic children, as well. These facts are well known.* Less well known
is that these differences in knowledge and skills appear well before grade 3, and there is little
change in achievement gaps between ages five and eighteen.5 African-American children, and
others whose educational needs are poorly met in the first five years of life, fall behind before
they even start kindergarten. As we discuss in this brief, providing more equitable access to
good early childhood education offers great potential for reducing the achievement gap for
African-American children.

What is the quality of early care and education for African-American children?

Research has found that the best educational results of early childhood education come from
high-quality programs,® but there are stark differences in the quality of programs in which
children are enrolled. Center-based and home-based facilities can be measured with widely
used process quality tools (the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale [ECERS] for center-
based settings and the Family Day Care Rating Scale [FDCRS] for home-based settings), which
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can group settings into “low,” “medium,” or “high” quality. ECERS and FDCRS measure the
quality of children’s experiences in terms of interactions, physical environment, and

opportunities for stimulation and learning.

The National Center for Education Statistics sponsored observations of the quality of a national
sample of preschool programs serving 4-year olds in 2005. As shown in Figure 1, 35 percent of
all children enrolled in centers experienced high quality, while only 9 percent of those in home-
based settings received high quality. Roughly half of centers and home-based settings were
rated as “medium,” with more than half (60 percent) of center-based programs attended by
black students rated in this category. Only 9 percent of centers were rated “low” in quality, but
nearly half (43 percent) of home-based care settings were of low quality. Breaking this down by
ethnicity, we see serious disparities affecting young black children. Hispanic children in centers
were most likely to be in high quality classrooms, with 40 percent of the centers in which they



were enrolled rated as high quality, compared to 36 percent for white children and 25 percent
for black children rated as “high.” And, 15 percent of the centers attended by black children
were of low quality, almost double that for both white and Hispanic children.

Even more alarming disparities are seen in home-based care. While only 30 percent of home-
based care attended by white children received “low” ratings, more than half of those attended
by black and Hispanic children (53 and 63 percent, respectively) were rated as “low.” Low- and
medium-quality settings made up the full range of home-based settings for black children, with
0 percent of centers they attended rated as “high.”

Figure 1: Percentage distribution of quality rating of child
care arrangements of children at about 4 years of age, by
type of arrangement and race/ethnicity: 2005-06
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Birth Cohort 9-month—Kindergarten Restricted-Use Data File and Electronic Codebook. Table 57. (December 2010)

The Head Start program deserves particular attention. This is not only the largest federal effort
directed at early childhood education, but it also targets children of low-income families
specifically, to try to close part of the Kindergarten readiness gap. As seen in Figure 2, the
assessment of Head Start quality overall finds that only 3 percent of these centers are of low
quality, though the majority (57 percent) were rated merely of medium quality.



Figure 2: Percentage distribution of quality
rating of Head Start centers for children at
about 4 years of age, by race/ethnicity:
2005-06
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Birth Cohort 9-month—Kindergarten Restricted-Use Data File and Electronic Codebook. Table 57. (December 2010).

However, a significant difference is seen in the quality of Head Start programs in which black
students are served compared to white and Hispanic students. While only 4 percent of the
Head Start programs white students attended, and an indeterminate but very small number
that Hispanic students attended were of low-quality Head Start programs, 7 percent that black
students attended were of such quality. Sixty-seven percent that black students attended were
of medium-quality and only about 26 percent were of high quality. The odds of a Head Start
center that white or Hispanic students enrolled in was of high-quality is nearly 1 in 2 (48 and 43
percent, respectively), while only about 1 in 4 (26 percent) were for-black students.

Where are children served?

Four-year-olds nationwide are served largely in center-based settings. As seen in Figure 3, 13
percent were in Head Start classrooms and another 45 percent were in other center-based
settings, for a total of 58 percent in 2005-06. Another 21 percent of 4-year-olds received
primarily home-based services, either through relative or non-relative care. That left just 20
percent of 4-year-olds receiving no regular non-parental care or education.




Figure 3: Primary Care Arrangement of 4-
year-olds
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Birth Cohort. Longitudinal 9-month—Kindergarten Restricted-Use Data File and Electronic Codebook. Table 56.
(December 2010).

The primary care and education settings of 4-year-olds vary significantly by ethnicity, as Figure
4 shows. While nationally, 13 percent of 4-year-olds were served in Head Start in 2005-06,
nearly one in five Hispanic children (19 percent) and one in four black children (25 percent)
were enrolled in Head Start programs, compared to single-digit figures for both white and Asian
students. They enrolled in other center-based programs at a higher rate than the national
average (53 and 55 percent, respectively, compared to 45 percent across all ethnic groups)
while only 37 percent of black and 31 percent of Hispanic students were served in these other
settings. On the whole, 84 percent of black 4-year-olds were enrolled in some regular non-
parental care program, while 73 percent of Hispanic 4-year olds were.



Figure 4: 4-year-old Enroliment, by Setting and Race
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Birth Cohort 9-month—Kindergarten Restricted-Use Data File and Electronic Codebook. Table 56. (December 2010)

State-funded pre-K

State-funded pre-K refers to early childhood programs funded and administered by states with
a focus specifically on education. While the program is controlled at the state level, most states
use a mixed delivery setting that can include public schools, Head Start grantees, and private
child care centers. The last decade was one of tremendous growth for state-funded pre-K,
doubling from serving 14 percent of 4-year-olds nationwide in 2001-02 to 28 percent in 2011-
12.” The number of states providing pre-K increased from 37 to 40. However, the last decade
also was one of financial difficulties; though states increased funding by $1.65 billion (inflation-
adjusted), enrollment increases outpaced funding growth so that state funding per child in
constant dollars decreased from $5,020 to $3,841, a drop of 23 percent.8

What is the status of state-funded pre-k for African-American students?

While data on state-funded pre-k is not available by race/ethnicity, looking at those states with
large populations of black preschool-aged children provides some insights. Twelve states have
populations of African-American 4-year-olds in excess of 20,000: Georgia, Florida, Texas, New
York, North Carolina, California, lllinois, Louisiana, Maryland, Ohio, Virginia, and South Carolina.
Combined, they are home to more than 65 percent of the nation’s young African-American
children. These states are also particularly notable for their large-scale preschool efforts: the
combined enrollments in state-funded pre-k totals 821,990 4-year-olds, or 71 percent of all 4-
year-olds nationally in state-funded pre-K programs. Clearly, ensuring that these states



maintain high-quality pre-k programs that offer high levels of access is particularly important
for African-American children.

Seven of these 12 states had enrollment rates for 4-year-olds in 2011-12 that exceeded the
national average, while 4 others were substantially below the national average, and lllinois hit
the average exactly. One state, Ohio enrolled a single-digit percentage of 4-year-olds. Ohio is
also the only one of these states to decrease its enrollment since 2001-02, due largely to the
elimination of one of its pre-k programs. California, Louisiana, Virginia, and North Carolina have
all more than doubled their enrollment over the last decade, though in California this was the
result of changing regulations that led to the reclassification of one of their programs as pre-K,
rather than expanding enrollment per se. (When California guaranteed children in child care at
least a full school year regardless of changes in parental employment status and income, it
substantially reduced turnover and enabled this program to provide a sustained and
substantive education.)

Table 1: Number and percentage of 4-year-olds enrolled in state-funded pre-k program in 12
states in 2011-12, and changes in enroliment: 2001-02 to 2011-12, and 2010-11 to 2011-12

2011-12 Enrollment

4-year-old Change, 2001- | Enrollment Change,
State Enrollment 2002 to 2011-2012 | 2010-11 to 2011-12

# % # % # %
North Carolina | 24,836 | 19% | 23,596 1903% | -5,931 -19%
Virginia 16,618 | 16% | 10,740 | 183% | 737 5%
Louisiana 20,421 | 32% | 12,902 172% | 163 1%
California 93,866 | 18% | 49,332 111% | -1,510 2%
South Carolina | 26,610 | 43% | 10,960 | 70% 2,343 10%
New York 102,367 | 44% | 38,868 61% -1,078 -1%
Texas 203,143 | 51% | 75,560 59% 2,962 1%
Maryland 25,678 | 35% | 7,304 40% -1,393 -5%
Georgia 82,868 |59% | 19,255 | 30% 260 0%
lllinois 46,897 | 28% | 7,995 21% -2,215 -5%
Ohio 3,564 2% | -10,321 | -74% -8 0%
Florida 175,122 | 79% | 175,122 | NA 10,734 7%

Source: Barnett, W.S., Carolan, M.E., Fitzgerald, J., & Squires, J.H. (2012). The state of preschool 2012: State
preschool yearbook. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research.

For state funded pre-K as for Head Start and private programs, enrollment alone does not
guarantee access to a high quality early education. Program quality standards, together with
funding and attention to continuous improvement of practice, are keys to quality. Among
these 12 states, program quality standards vary dramatically, as seen in Table 2. Looking at the



10 benchmarks for quality standards tracked by NIEER, these states ranged from meeting only 2
out of 10 quality standards benchmarks (Texas) to the full 10 (North Carolina).

Table 2: Quality standards benchmarks for 12 states: 2012

Quality
Standards
Benchmarks
State (out of 10)
North Carolina 10
Georgia 8
Illinois 8
Maryland 8
Louisiana 8
New York 7
South Carolina 6.2
Virginia 6
California 4
Florida 3
Ohio 3
Texas 2

Source: Barnett, W.S., Carolan, M.E., Fitzgerald, J., & Squires, J.H. (2012). The state of preschool 2012: State
preschool yearbook. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research.

Even among states with relatively high standards, recent policy changes have caused concern
regarding quality. Georgia lost two benchmarks this year when they increased maximum class
size to 22 and moved away from the 10:1 student-teacher ratio. Louisiana and Virginia both
reduced site visits state pre-k programs, losing benchmarks. Standards for site visits are an
indicator of the state’s commitment to monitoring and accountability, which are essential to
ensuring that children receive effective early learning experiences in state-funded classrooms.
Low standards in California, Florida, Ohio, and Texas are particularly concerning, as these four
states combined serve almost half a million 4-year-olds, or 41 percent of all 4-year-olds enrolled
in state-funded pre-k programs. Florida and Texas combine low standards with exceptionally
low funding per child, a situation that seems destined to produce poor quality.

All 12 of these states have seen a decrease in per-child spending over the last year, ranging
from only 2 percent in Ohio to 21 percent in Maryland and Georgia. Per-child funding
reductions have been seen in many states since the recession, but all of these states except
Maryland have seen real per-child funding fall since 2001-02. (California’s decline is not evident
because of a change in which programs are included as state pre-K, while Florida’s program had
not yet been created.) Increases in enroliment that are not adequately funded erode quality



and make it difficult to prevent much of the achievement gap problem for African-American
and other children.

Table 3: Per child spending on state-funded pre-k programs in 12 states in 2011-12, and dollar
and percentage change in spending: 2001-02, and 2010-11 to 2011-12

2011-2012 school | Change in per child state | Change in per child state
year spending, 2001-2002 to | spending, 2010-2011 to
2011-2012 (inflation | 2011-2012 (inflation adjusted)
adjusted)

State Total State +

spending | TANF

from all pe.r Dollars Percent Dollars Percent

known child

sources spend-

per child | ing
Georgia $3,490 $3,490 | -51,961 -36% -5945 -21%
Maryland $8,599 $3,609 | 51,226 51% -5946 -21%
California $5,069 $4,136 | NA NA -$1,009 -20%
Texas $3,291 $3,232 | -$965 -23% -$650 -17%
South Carolina | $2,888 $1,226 | -$932 -43% -$159 -11%
lllinois $3,210 $3,210 | -$1,323 -29% -$349 -10%
Florida 52,281 $2,281 | NA NA -$219 -9%
Louisiana $4,557 $4,459 | -$1,606 -26% -$359 -7%
Virginia $5,872 $3,778 | -$901 -19% -$152 -4%
New York $3,707 $3,707 | -$1,599 -30% -596 -3%
North Carolina | $7,803 $5,160 | -$2,520 -33% -5171 -3%
Ohio $3,980 $3,980 | -$3,367 -46% -587 -2%

Source: Barnett, W.S., Carolan, M.E., Fitzgerald, J., & Squires, J.H. (2012). The state of preschool 2012: State
preschool yearbook. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research.

Early care and education outcomes

Both small intensive preschool programs and large-scale preschool programs have been found
to have positive impacts on participants. A recent meta-analysis, which provides a statistical
summary of 123 studies on pre-k programs conducted since 1960, found that while there was
some decline in effects after children started school, substantial average effects remained in
place throughout the children’s school years.® Simulations indicated that reasonably well-
designed preschool programs could produce effects large enough to close about half the later
achievement gap. This meta-analysis, as well as one conducted on preschool programs outside
of the United States'®, found gains on cognitive tests, improved social and emotional
development, and improved school outcomes, including reduced grade retention and special



education placement, as well as increased high school graduation rates.!’ No differences in
outcomes were found by ethnicity of the children served.

There is substantial evidence for strong impacts of quality early care and education on child
development and achievement for African-American children. Three of the best-known studies
of the long-term effects of preschool programs had samples that were entirely or
overwhelmingly African-American. The Abecedarian and Perry Preschool experiments both
found a broad range of long-term effects on school success and achievement.*? The Chicago
longitudinal study, although not an experimental design, statistically controls for differences
between those who did and did not attend a large-scale preschool program provided by the
public schools of Chicago. Impacts on achievement in the Chicago study are similar to those of
the earlier experiments, though somewhat smaller generally, as would be expected from the
lower intensity of the program.

More recently, the national Head Start Impact Study suggests that, if anything, Head Start has
somewhat more pronounced effects for African-American children than for children of other
ethnic backgrounds. Sustained improvements in social-emotional development were found for
African-American children who participated at age 4." Parents reported less hyperactive and
aggressive behavior as well as fewer behavior problems.'* These children also had fewer
problems with structured learning, and peer and teacher interactions, as well as better
relationships with teachers.™ African-American children who had participated in Head Start as
4-year-olds reported more favorable school experiences than those in the control group.*

The Infant Health and Development Program is another true, multi-site experiment with long-
term foIIow—up.17 The study looked at effects of a center-based program from age one to age
three for low-birth-weight children in two groups, one very low birth weight and the other
higher levels of low birth weight. The group with the higher levels is more comparable to
disadvantaged populations in the United States generally, and the majority of the sample was
African-American. Positive effects from the center-based program were found on cognitive
development, including reading and math achievement through age 18. Again, if there were
any differences in effectiveness, they favored African-American children.

Not all non-parental early care and education experiences are associated with positive
outcomes for children and improved educational achievement. Some, particularly those of poor
quality, may be associated with modest negative outcomes.’® Though this continues to be
debated, such programs clearly do not produce large positive gains.”® The large scale meta-
analysis of preschool program impacts indicated large differences in effects on cognitive
development associated with differences in use of effective educational practices.’® Such
differences may not be assessed well in commonly used measures of quality, and this may
contribute to the modest associations between these broad quality measures and children’s
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learning and development.?’ On such measures, substantial contributions to learning and
development may be linked to quality improvements to produce top-of-the-range programs,
rather than movements from the bottom to middle.*

Recent research on state-funded pre-k has found substantial effects for African-American
children, similar to those found in the Chicago Longitudinal Study, though effects differ among
programs in ways that are indicative of variations in quality.”> Most of these state programs
have less stringent income-eligibility requirements than Head Start and other older programs;
some are open to all children regardless of income. Research on Louisiana’s LA4 pre-k program
found a reduction in both Kindergarten retention and special education placement for both
African-American and white students who participated in the program.”* Research on
Oklahoma’s universal pre-k program in Tulsa found achievement gains for African-American
students. They also found that African-American students who were eligible for free lunch in
Tulsa made larger gains in universal pre-k than comparable students in the Tulsa Head Start
program. African-American students in the state’s pre-k program had larger gains in prereading
and prewriting skills than did their Head Start peers. The impact on math skills was roughly
equal in both programs, which suggests that peer effects in universal programs might promote
larger language and literacy, but not math, gains.25 Finally, some research has found that non-
poor African-American children benefit academically from high quality preschool to a greater
extent than do other children.”

Summary and conclusions

African-American children experience a serious opportunity gap in the form of limited access to
high-quality early care and education, and this contributes to the substantial achievement gap
for African-American children. Much of that achievement gap develops well before children
enter Kindergarten. This gap is more difficult to close than it is to prevent. High quality early
education is not the only means by which public policy can address the achievement gap, but it
is one effective strategy that is not being sufficiently pursued. Research has found that African-
American children have made substantial and persistent academic gains as a result of high
quality early care and education. Unfortunately, African-American children have very limited
access to high-quality early care and education, and they are more likely to experience low-
quality early care. Substantial contributions to equity and excellence for African-American
children from early care and education will require increased access to the most effective early
childhood programs.

Recommendations

* Increase public support for high-quality preschool to expand access to African-American
children and to ensure that the programs they attend are, in fact, of high quality.
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Recent changes in Head Start’s administration and recompetition are a step in the right
direction from the federal government, but do not address the quality problem in other
child care programs and state funded pre-k. The federal government and states both
should support efforts to raise quality in all early learning programs for children birth to
age 5, including Early Head Start, child care, and state-funded pre-k.

As 45 percent of young African-American children live in poverty and 70 percent live in
low-income families, programs limited to children in poverty will still leave many in the
African-American population without access to quality preschool education, even if
perfectly targeted, which is improbable.”’ Offering high-quality preschool to children
living below 200 percent of the federal poverty level would reach most of the African-
American children, but the most effective way to ensure that they have access to
effective early education prior to Kindergarten would be to offer quality pre-k to all
children.

Some states with large African-American populations seem unlikely to set high
standards or expand access significantly unless something changes. Federal incentives
for states to expand access to state-funded pre-k, and to ensure that these programs
are highly effective, would provide impetus for state policy changes that would greatly
benefit African-American children.

Ensure that data are routinely collected and reported on access to pre-k programs by
income and ethnicity and that data on quality is collected periodically. Many states
cannot report enrollment in pre-k by family background, so access to programs by
African-American children is not routinely measured. The most recent national data
with information on quality are from 2005. Another round of quality data should be
collected to track change; ideally this would be done every five years to inform policy
makers and the public. If this is planned for 2015, it will be ten years since the last
collection of nationwide quality data.
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