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GOVERNOR, PENNSYLVANIA PARTNERSHIPS FOR CHILDREN SAY DATA ON POVERTY, FAMILIES SHOW NEED FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

HARRISBURG (June 11) - At least 400,000 Pennsylvania children live in circumstances that diminish their potential to learn and, ultimately, become a part of Pennsylvania's economic engine, according to a report released today by Pennsylvania's statewide child advocacy organization.

Governor Edward G. Rendell joined Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children and a nationally recognized business leader in connecting the findings from the 14th annual KIDS COUNT Data Book — findings showing children without basic economic and family supports — to the need for early childhood education policies to boost their learning potential. 

The Data Book indicates that one Pennsylvania child in seven lives in poverty — the 400,000 children at extreme risk of failing in school and other pursuits; one family in four is headed by a single parent; one teen in 14 does not attend high school and does not work; and one child in five lives in a family where no parent has full-time, year-round employment.

From 1990 to 2000, the state has made only incremental progress in some of the same areas recognized by the National Academy of Sciences as critical to school readiness, including poverty, low birthweights, teen parents, and quality of child care. Other areas measured by the book also impact on learning, such as single-parent homes, while rates of dropped-out and idle teens reflect youths whose school years weren't fruitful.  

"This report underscores the critical need we have for quality early childhood education initiatives. There are kids out there right now who need this state to step up and make a serious, lasting commitment to early child education," said Gov. Rendell. 

"Other states are moving ahead more quickly than we are because they understand the connection between education and a healthy, thriving economy," Rendell added.

KIDS COUNT is a national and state-by-state effort to track the well-being of America's children. PPC, the Pennsylvania KIDS COUNT agency, issued the report at press conferences in Harrisburg and Philadelphia. 

Pennsylvania is ranked 13th among states in overall child well-being, up from 16th among states in 1990. At the same time, however, some surrounding competitor states have improved in striking ways. Maryland climbed 11 rungs, from 27th to 16th, and New Jersey, which has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in early childhood education, climbed from 11th to 4th, according to the report.

PPC President and CEO Joan L. Benso said the Data Book was a warning that good intentions need to be backed up by concerted action. "I don't know of any elected official who is not interested in giving our kids a healthy start in life. But the KIDS COUNT Data Book shows that we are not moving ahead as a state.

"The statistics in this report underscore that Pennsylvania isn't doing enough for our children," Benso said. "We need to look at early childhood education as an investment in the state's economic future and the economic future of each child. The good news is that it's an investment that will pay ongoing dividends.

"Kids who participate in early childhood education programs make better grades; have better high school graduation rates; have fewer problems with the law and go on to earn more money as valuable employees or business owners," Benso noted.

"But Pennsylvania remains just one of nine states that do not fund prekindergarten. Nor do we set any overall quality standards for these efforts. Our at-risk children and families continue to struggle. The Commonwealth needs to make this investment for these families and for the state overall. This is a capital investment in our most valuable asset — our kids," added Benso.

"Being average as a state — or even above average — isn't good enough where kids are concerned. The early years are the most important for a child. Investing a dollar in a child's education early in life can save at least $2 — and in some estimates, as much as $4 — in social costs down the line."

Benso and Rendell were joined by Charles E.M. Kolb, President of the Washington, DC-based Committee for Economic Development, and a former high-ranking official of the first Bush Administration, and by James Testerman, a York County teacher and newly elected vice president of the Pennsylvania State Education Association.

"Many European countries have had quality early education for years," Kolb said. "America must give our children the strong start they need to excel in school and in their careers.  Investing in our children through quality early education will pay solid dividends as they progress through their education and then into the workforce."

The report was released in a Capitol Rotunda news conference against a backdrop of hope for the future, with artwork from Capital Area Head Start students who used paints and crayons to depict how poverty, family, and economic issues affect Pennsylvania children in need.
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• For copies of news conference statements, visit www.papartnerships.org

• Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children, www.papartnerships.org, is an independent, nonpartisan voice for the health, early education, and well-being of Pennsylvania's children. For information on this topic and other children's issues, contact Diane McCormick, PPC Vice President  for Communications, at (717)236-5680; diane@papartnerships.org.
