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Public Schooling for Four-Year-Olds?

Ithel Jones - Department of Educational Theory and Practice

States' increasing investment in prekindergarten initiatives over the past
decade demonstrates that many are recognizing the importance of early
education in preparing children for school. Most states have some form of
prekindergarten initiative and a handful have moved toward universal
prekindergarten programs. As state policymakers seek new ways to direct
public resources toward the early childhood yearsit is important that they
understand what is known about the benefits of prekindergarten education. In
this paper currently available evidence on prekindergarten education is
assembled to try to answer one critical question that will be of interest to
policymakers who must all ocate resources:

- Does prekindergarten education significantly benefit children and their
families?

In recent years there has been renewed interest in the influence of early
childhood on children's development, health, and educational

achievement. Much of thisinterest has been given impetus by recent research
findingsin child development identifying early childhood as a key period for
intervention to provide children from all backgrounds with an opportunity to
succeed in school (e.g., Zigler et al., 1992). In response, there has been a
growing commitment to prekindergarten initiatives. Advocates of universal
prekindergarten want to expand public school to include all three- and four-
year-old children. They claim that quality prekindergarten education can
improve children's future school performance.

The recent interest in universal prekindergarten is stimulated, in part, by a
growing body of evidence indicating that the period of early childhood is
critical to a child's development. The general belief is that preschool
experiences can lead to improvements in cognitive ability, with subsequent
implications for children's academic achievement in later settings, such as
school (Ceci, 1991). Scientific research has produced strong evidence that the
preschool years are critical in determining children's capacity for healthy
social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development. Similarly, recent
research in brain science suggests that the early years of brain development
provides an important foundation for future emotional and cognitive
functioning (Purves, 1994).

Researchers have also explored the possible long- and short-term effects of
preschool education for children from different kinds of
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backgrounds. Preschool education however is a broad

concept. Prekindergarten policies differ from state to state in several key areas
including goals, administration, the way in which funds are distributed,
eligibility criteria, and quality standards. Consequently, it is difficult to draw
meaningful generalizations about the potential effects of preschool

education. Currently available research evidence does, however, allow usto
make inferences as to what some preschool programs can do for children and
their families.

Most researchers believe that preschool experiences can enhance children's
ability to think and reason, which, in turn influences their ability to learn in the
early grades (e.g., Entwide, 1995; Gallagher, 1991; Gullo & Burton, 1992,
1993; Jones et al., 1998). In addition early educational experiences can lead to
increases in motivation and self-confidence (Zigler et al., 1982). Childrenin
higher-quality preschool settings, as opposed to lower-quality settings, engage
in more complex activities with their peers and materials and score higher on
standardized measures of school readiness (Helburn, 1995; Howes &
Hamilton, 1993). Furthermore, children from low-income families who attend
high quality preschool programs show better school achievement and better
socia behavior than similar children with experience in lower quality
programs (Campbell & Ramey, 1994; Hayes et al., 1990). Long-term studies
also lend support to the positive benefits of prekindergarten

education. According to an in-depth analysis of 36 studies, large-scale public
early childhood programs "can produce long-term cognitive and academic
benefits for children” (Barnett, 1995). Similarly, acritical review of early
intervention studies (Karoly et al., 1998) suggested that specific programs can
significantly benefit participating children and their families. According to the
authors these benefits include:

- Gainsin children's emotional or cognitive development;
- Improvements in educational process and outcomes for the child;

- Increased economic self-sufficiency, initialy for the parent and later for the
child, through greater labor force participation, higher income, and lower
welfare usage;

- Reduced levels of criminal activity;
- Improvements in health-related indicators.

Finally, evaluations of state prekindergarten initiatives have been conducted in
anumber of states, including Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia, Maryland, and
Texas. These studies lend support to the benefits of prekindergarten education,
particularly for children who are at risk of school failure. These benefits
include higher math and reading scores, better school attendance, improved
health, and increased involvement by parentsin their children's education.

In conclusion, the research literature suggests that high-quality
prekindergarten programs can produce significant long-term benefits for
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young children. Most researchers emphasize the importance of early childhood
educational experiences for raising children's academic achievement in

school. It seems, therefore, that policymakers increasing commitment to
public school programs for four-year-olds will significantly benefit children
and their families.
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