Strengthening business through

effective investments in children and youth ReadyN atiOn

Quality Matters Most




WHO WE ARE
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Quality Matters Most

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Business leaders certainly know from our own experience that investments in, and attention to, quality
are essential for our companies’ success. To have a prosperous business, you need a skilled workforce and
continuous quality improvement—ongoing, careful monitoring of how things are going and the wisdom,
courage and ability to make any needed adjustments.
Only with these elements in place are we able to
produce high-quality services and products to achieve
success in business. So it is with early learning:
quality is essential. At the same time, a high quality
program won't change the lives of Washington’s
children if they don’t have access to it.

Washington’s publicly funded early learning program,
called the Early Childhood Education and Assistance
Program (ECEAP), meets nine of the 10 quality
benchmarks developed by the National Institute

of Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers
University.! ECEAP conforms to the NIEER standards
around comprehensive early learning standards, .

teacher certification, class size, staff-to-child ratios,
and ongoing program monitoring and evaluation.

But recent research conducted by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation into elements that drive the most
beneficial outcomes for children sets some additional targets that Washington should strive to meet. The
“Essential Elements of High-Quality Early Learning” call for strong political leadership, a compelling vision
and strategy championed by senior education and early learning leaders, and lead teachers with baccalaureate
degrees and early learning credentials delivering proven curriculum with fidelity.* Additionally, programs
of 6-6.5 hours per day have been shown to be more effective in both cognitive and social-emotional gains
than those of 2.5-3 hours per day.’ To stem disruptive turnover in the professional ranks, compensation of
lead teachers should be commensurate with K-3 teacher salaries. Ongoing professional development and
assessments at every level using valid data need to be part of the continuous quality improvement systems.
These elements address factors familiar to any business person - for example, not only the quality of service,
but also how much is provided.

ReadyNation’s more than 200 Washington business leaders and allies agree: Washington State’s early
learning programs must continually strive to improve quality and expand access to achieve the full
potential of early education.
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Abundant research has shown that
high-quality early childhood education
generates both short- and long-term
benefits for our economy and for young
people. For example:

o At the start of the preschool year, 47
percent of children in Washington’s
Early Childhood Education and
Assistance Program (ECEAP) were
at or above age level on language
development; by the end of the year, 89
percent of children were at or above
age level.*

« Children who attended ECEAP also had
significantly higher math and reading
test scores in third, fourth, and fifth
grades compared to similar children
who did not attend the program.> And
a separate study showed that children
who were reading on grade level by
third grade were four times more likely
to graduate from high school.®

More than 1,000 scientists from

all 50 states (including 11 from
Washington State) and more

than 2 dozen countries agree:

An extensive body of research

in education, developmental
psychology, neuroscience, medicine
and economics shows that quality
early childhood education programs
produce better education, health,
economic and social outcomes

for children, families, and the
nation. (National Institute for Early
Education Research)'
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o At-risk children who received high-

quality early learning from infancy
through age five in the Abecedarian
early learning program were four times
more likely to graduate from a four-
year college and 42 percent more likely
to be consistently employed as adults.”

By the fourth and fifth grades, New
Jersey children who attended high-
quality preschool at ages three and
four were three-fourths of a year
ahead in math and two-thirds of a
year ahead in reading, compared to
children who did not attend. They
were also 31 percent less likely

to need special education and 40
percent less likely to be held back.?

High-quality early childhood
education can even have impacts
on lifelong health: By their mid-
30s, boys who had participated

in the Abecedarian program had
significantly lower risk factors for

Quality preschool

can have, on average,

a net return, after
subtracting costs, of
over $26,000 for every
child served. This
means better outcomes
for our economy and
our families, and more

effective use of our tax
dollars.

heart disease, stroke and diabetes.

o Bottom line: The Washington State
Institute for Public Policy examined
results from more than 20 different
studies of state and local programs for
disadvantaged children and found that
high quality preschool can have, on
average, a net return (after subtracting
program costs) of over $26,000 for

Percent of ECEAP Participants at
Age Level on Language Development

Start of School Year

53%

Below age level

End of School Year

11%

. At or above age level

Source: Washington State Department of Early Learning



every child served.’ The net return for

Head Start has been estimated at nearly
$14,000 per child served."”

EARLY LEARNING IN
WASHINGTON STATE

Washington State has three publicly
financed programs that provide early
learning, benefitting both the current and
future workforce:

* Working Connections Child Care,
which provides child care subsidies
for over 40,000 low-income children
each year."?

* Early Childhood Education and
Assistance Program (ECEAP), which
provided early education for more than
8,700 disadvantaged three- and four-
year-olds in the 2013-2014 school year
and has 10,091 slots for 2014-2015."

* Head Start, the federal program
that served nearly 14,000 additional
preschool-aged children in 2013.14

The Legislature is to be commended for
moving ECEAP toward an entitlement
program for all eligible 3- and 4-year-olds
by the 2018-2019 school year. The need for
action is great—currently 27,000 children
eligible for ECEAP are not being served due
to capacity and funding limitations."

ELEMENTS OF QUALITY

In our business, it’s important to know
what quality elements make a difference
and are worth the investment. Research
indicates that in early childhood, several
quality elements are especially important
and should be the focus of our quality
improvement efforts:

The heart of any program is the interaction
between the teacher and the child. As with
business, in order to attract and retain the
best employees, early childhood teachers
must be well-trained and adequately
compensated. At present, ECEAP teachers
are required to have only an Associate’s
degree, while quality standards call for a

Bachelor’s degree.

Programs must nurture all aspects of
children’s development—physical, social,
emotional and cognitive. And quality
early learning programs are fun for
children—they are play, but play with a
purpose, with developmentally appropriate
standards and an evidence-based

curriculum delivered with fidelity.

Currently 27,000 children
eligible for ECEAP

are not being served

due to capacity and
funding limitations —
putting them at greater
risk for showing up in
kindergarten not ready
to learn and possibly
continuing to fall behind
their peers.

Even great teachers can only do so much
if they see children for only a few hours a
week. Although the hours of operation are
locally determined, most of Washington’s
Head Start and ECEAP programs typically
meet for three hours a day, three or four
days per week, falling short of the full-
school-day, full- school-week quality
benchmark.'s Research suggests that high-
quality early learning programs should be
full-day. A randomized trial showed that
children who participated in a full-day (8
hours) preschool program improved more

on vocabulary and math assessments than
did children in a part-day (2.5 to 3 hours)
program (11 to 12 points versus 6 to 7
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Mean Annual Wages
in Washington

Preschool teacher $28,410

Kindergarten teacher $53,880

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of
Labor Statistics

points, respectively).”” A more recent study
found that children who attended preschool
full-day had higher school readiness

scores (language, math, socio-emotional
development, physical health) and better
attendance than children who attended
preschool part-day.'®

ENSURING QUALITY
CHILD OUTCOMES
THROUGH “EARLY
ACHIEVERS”

Washington’s quality rating and
improvement system—Early Achievers
— uses measures of classroom quality,
including teacher-child interactions and
teacher instruction, as well as assessments
of children’s progress in several areas of
development."® Early Achievers offers
training, technical assistance, coaching,
scholarships, quality improvement
awards, and other benefits to providers
to improve the quality of their care.
Assessment and accountability are
essential for first-rate child outcomes:
careful assessments of the classroom
can determine which inputs are in place
to produce high-quality experiences

for children. For example, quality
teacher-child interactions have been
shown to be especially crucial.® Further,
programs must evaluate outcomes and
then teachers and administrators must
be ready to act on that information

and other knowledge from the field to
continually improve their programs. Just
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Progress in Early Achievers’
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Number of Licensed Providers in Early Achievers

Estimated Number of Children in Early Achievers

2,448

56,184

Programs (42% of children in licensed programs)

as in business, none of this can be taken
for granted.

As of 2014-2015, the state preschool
(ECEAP) programs must participate

in Early Achievers. Participation in
Early Achievers is voluntary for other
childcare and early learning providers,
although participants receive higher
Working Connections subsidies if they
do participate.?' At 2014 year-end, 2,448
childcare and early learning providers
were participating in Early Achievers
serving 56,184 children—significant
progress for a program that just began
in 2012, funded by a federal Race to the
Top grant.”

A WISE INVESTMENT

The 2015 Legislature is faced with the
challenge of funding the expansion and
enhancing the quality of publicly funded
early learning programs. Business leaders
across Washington State see these as
smart public policy and investments that
will pay significant dividends in both
educational achievement and stronger
economic competitiveness. Seven
million Washingtonians will derive both
short- and long-term benefits in greater
kindergarten readiness, increased high
school graduation rates, and the innovative
workforce required for our own future
prosperity. Let’s keep moving forward.
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