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Quality in Pennsylvania prekindergarten severely lacking, 
national researcher says
Harrisburg, Feb. 19 – Pennsylvania meets only three of 10 benchmarks indicating quality in prekindergarten and ranks among the lowest states in creating pre-K opportunities, according to a report released today by the National Institute for Early Education Research.
While Pennsylvania continues to drag anchor, neighboring New Jersey leads the way in building quality prekindergarten options for disadvantaged children that yield educational results, according to NIEER’s The State of Preschool: 2003 State Preschool Yearbook. 
“The quality of preschool education determines its educational value,” the report stated. So, while Pennsylvania policymakers consider implementing a new Education Accountability Block Grant, which includes a prekindergarten option, the report offered a checklist of pre-K quality factors to strive for, said Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children President and CEO Joan L. Benso. 
“NIEER has clearly benchmarked the elements that assure quality in pre-K, and by quality we mean the factors that make every prekindergarten program effective in boosting later school achievement,” Benso said. “NIEER is one of the top repositories of knowledge about early childhood education in the nation, answering how it makes a difference, why it works, and what makes it most effective. This report confirms that Pennsylvania doesn’t measure up.” Benso noted that NIEER Director W. Steven Barnett visited Pennsylvania legislators and administration officials last year, sharing research on the importance of quality in early childhood education. 
Pennsylvania does not dedicate funds to prekindergarten, but it allows the use of basic education funding for kindergarten for 4-year-olds, or K-4. Only 30 Pennsylvania school districts offered the option in 2002-03, serving 2,667 Pennsylvania 4-year-olds. That handful of enrollees placed Pennsylvania 33rd among states in pre-K access, in a tight clumping among 19 states with very low or no access, the report said. 

Because they operate under public school requirements, Pennsylvania’s K-4 programs meet two quality benchmarks in teacher expertise: a bachelor’s degree and yearly training. However, Pennsylvania lacks another, equally critical requirement for teachers – specialized training in early childhood education. New Jersey, by contrast, requires early childhood development certification with the bachelor’s degree. As a result, one New Jersey program director noted, teachers become capable of “understanding how children develop, and then learning to respond to their behavior in a positive way.”
Pennsylvania’s K-4 programs also meet a benchmark by linking parents with vision, hearing, and health services for their children. Pennsylvania does not meet standards for comprehensive curriculum, assistant teacher degree 
requirements, maximum class size, staff-child ratio, family support services, and meals. Data on state spending per child was not available. 

“Pennsylvania has a long way to go, and this report shows that,” Benso said. “The proposed Education Accountability Block Grant could expand prekindergarten access to a few more children, but how we spend the money – its support for recognized standards of quality – is critical to making sure that children get the benefits of learning from the experience.” The Pennsylvania Department of Education is preparing to release standards that could would go substantially address many of the remaining benchmarks. 
The report is online at www.nieer.org.  
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