Gettin’ Schooled on School: Universal and At-Risk Preschool'

This IPRO report examines the costs and benefits of universal preschool versus at-risk preschool,
especially relating to state-provided preschool in Iowa.

Ovetrview

In 2007, Iowa implemented a voluntary universal preschool program for all four-year-olds in the
state, titled the Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program (SVPP). SVPP offers classes in public
schools, private preschools and child care centers. In 2011, Iowa Republican lawmakers criticized
the program for being expensive. Governor Branstad has proposed a new universal preschool
program, which would require each participating family to contribute payments based on income
level on a sliding payment scale.”

Definitions

Universal Preschool: State-provided, free pre-kindergarten schooling for all four-year-olds in a state.
Participation in this pre-schooling is voluntary by the parents of each four-year-old child.

At-Risk Preschool: State-provided, free pre-kindergarten schooling only for four-year-olds who qualify
because of risk factors determined by the state. These may include, but are not limited to, those with
low family income relative to the federal poverty level, developmental delay, or limited English
proficiency.

Pre-literacy skills: The skills that children develop before actually learning to read, including
vocabulary, narrative skills, and letter knowledge.’

Costs and Benefits of Universal Preschool
Costs of Universal Preschool

Finances

* Total state preschool expenditures nationwide in 2008-2009 reached $5,037,696,733.*

* Some legislators argue that the state should not pay for preschool for families who can otherwise
afford it.”

* Some lawmakers claim that the attention to and costs of universal preschool take funds away
from K-12 education.’

!'This IPRO report was prepared by University of Iowa undergraduate student Liz Schorsch (elizabeth-
schorsch@uiowa.edu).
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Universality

*  Voluntary preschool may not serve a large enough percentage of eligible children.” In many
states, participation has hovered at 50 percent or below. In 2010-2011 Iowa reached its highest
enrollment rate, 51 percent of all 4-year-olds in the state. In 2008-2009, Georgia’s four-year-old
enrollment was 53 percent and Louisiana’s was 32 percent (see Figure 2).”

Benefits of Universal Preschool

Academic Achievement

® Preschool attendance has been linked to higher math and reading achievement in later grades.
One study of Chicago schoolchildren found that those who had attended preschool significantly
outperformed those who had not, based on reading and math tests at the ages of 9 and 13.”

Education Quality and Improvement

* Children who attend high quality preschool are less likely to require special education and less
likely to repeat a grade. "

» Positive returns in student achievement from preschool programs exceed positive returns from
student intervention efforts in later grades, such as class size reduction, special education, youth
job training, and retention programs."’

= Skills learned in preschool, such as pre-literacy, benefit students who are economically
disadvantaged especially, because they are more likely to enter kindergarten ill-prepared for the
learning at hand."”

Economic Benefits

»  Overall, calculations of preschool benefit-cost ratios have ranged from 2.5:1 to 17:1."> One study
estimated the average cost of a preschool participant to be $12,356 and the average net benefit
to be $88,433 (based on reduced crime spending, increased tax revenue, education savings,
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welfare savings, and personal increased earnings).'* Another study estimated costs per preschool
student to be $6,692 with net benefits of $41,067."

States with Universal Preschool
lowa

Iowa currently has two state preschool programs, Shared Visions and the Statewide Voluntary
Preschool Program (SVPP). Shared Visions specifically serves low-income three-, four-, and five-
year-olds, and at least 80 percent of the children in each of its classrooms qualifies for free or
reduced lunch. Other children are eligible for Shared Visions because of alternate “risk factors,”
such as homelessness, low birth weight, or developmental delay. Shared Visions expenditures in
2008-2009 were $7,766,230 and the program enrolled 2,155 children. The program is funded
through a competitive grant process. The use of a sliding payment scale for children from over-
income families may be implemented based on the local needs of each grantee. Ten percent of Iowa
school districts offer the Shared Visions program. '’

Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program (SVPP) is available for all Iowa four-year-olds, regardless of
income. It is estimated that SVPP will cost Iowa $70 million in 2011-2012, compared to $4.8 billion
in total elementary and secondary school expenditures.'’

Out of a projected 38,916 four-year-olds in Iowa, SVPP enrolled 19,799 during 2010-2011 (51
percent), up from 5,126 four-year-olds (28 percent) in 2007-2008 (see Figure 1)."*
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Figure 1
Four-year-old enrollment in Iowa SVPP, (left) and 2010-2011 (right)
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Towa Proposed Plan: Sliding-Scale Payment System for S1"PP

Governor Branstad’s proposed plan seeks to cut SVPP funding by giving some payment
responsibility to participating families. Under Branstad’s plan, the state would distribute $3,000
scholarships to eligible four-year-olds enrolling in public or private SVPP preschools of their
family’s choice. Scholarships would pay for up to 10 hours a week of classes, after which point
families are responsible for fees on a sliding scale based on federal poverty guidelines up to 300
percent. All families would pay something, but fees would range from $3 a month for the neediest
families to $133 a month for a family of four that earns $67,000 a year. In all, family fees would
cover $7.6 million a year for state-supported preschool, while state money would contribute $43.6
million annually, accounting for a projected state savings of 39 percent."”

The sliding-scale payment plan for SVPP would only give state assistance for preschool to families
earning less than about $67,000 per year, and it would eliminate universal voluntary preschool in
Iowa. Furthermore, the reduced SVPP system could potentially function as a “duplicate Shared
Visions” program, overlapping greatly in its assistance to low-income children.

Oklahoma

Oklahoma, since 1998, has provided free preschool to all children who are at least four-years-old
and who have not begun kindergarten. Children can enroll in either half days (two and a half hours
per day and five days per week) or full days (six hours per day and five days per week). More
participating children attend full day programs than half day programs. Eligible providers for the
preschool programs are school districts and private or public providers of early childhood education
programs in collaboration with the school district and state standards.”
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Of the four-year olds in Oklahoma, 73 percent are enrolled in preschool. The state’s Fiscal Year
2011 Budget Book credits such high participation rates to the partnerships that Oklahoma schools
create with private childcare providers. The Oklahoma Department of Education encourages
schools to provide certified teachers to private child care facilities to expand access and many
districts are involved in this initiative.”

Oklahoma served 36,042 four-year-olds with this program in 2009. The program’s overall
expenditure was $147,195,528, compared to overall education spending of $4.5 billion (about 3.2
percent).”

Recent studies of Oklahoma’s preschool program reveal that it increases White, Black, Hispanic, and
Native American children’s school readiness skills in pre-reading and pre-math. Hispanic and Black
students had statistically significant gains in spelling, word identification, and pre-math; Native
American children in word identification and pre-math; and White children in word identification
and spelling. Statistically significant gains in spelling, word identification, and pre-math were also
found in children of varying economic backgrounds, including those receiving free lunch, those
receiving reduced-price lunch, and those receiving no lunch assistance.””

Florida

Florida began operating its Voluntary Prekindergarten (VPK) program for all 4-year-old children in
2005. VPK is available for families of any income level, and families may enroll children in any
participating program where space is available. VPK services are offered in a variety of settings,
including public schools, accredited nonpublic schools, licensed childcare centers, and accredited
faith-based providers (all of which must meet VPK requirements in areas such as teacher licensure
and classroom standards).**

In 2009-2010, 148,196 four-year-olds were enrolled in Florida’s VPK (64 percent of all four-year-

olds). The state’s overall VPK expenditure was $391 million compared to eight billion dollars in K-
12 expenditures.”

States with At-Risk Preschool

In 2008-2009, 21 states provided free preschool only to four -year-olds with low-income
backgrounds or other risk factors.
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26
Arkansas™

Since 1991, has operated Arkansas Better Chance (ABC), which provides free preschool to four-
year-olds from families whose income is below 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Children are
also eligible for risk factors such as limited English ability, having a parent on active military duty,
low birth weight, or being in foster care. In 2008-2009, ABC served 44 percent of Arkansas four-
year-olds, and expenditures totaled $111 million.

Nebraskd”

The Early Childhood Education Grant Program was created in 1992 and expanded in 2001.
Children whose family income is at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level are eligible to
participate free of charge. Children displaying other risk factors—such as limited English ability,
premature birth, or having teen parents—also qualify. This program in 2008-2009 served 7 percent
of Nebraska’s 4-year-olds, and its total 2008-2009 expenditures were $7.7 million.

Figure 2%
Top 10 US states with universal preschool programs by percent of Four-year-olds enrolled
(2008-2009)

Percent of 4-year-olds | Percent of state’s districts offering universal
State enrolled preschool

1 Oklahoma 71.0% 99%

2 Florida 66.7% 100%

3 Georgia 53.4% 100%

4 Vermont 53.0% 75%

5 | West Virginia 50.6% 100%

6 New York 42.6% 67%

7 Louisiana 31.7% 97%

8 Illinois 28.7% 100%

9 lowa 28.7% 33%
10 Maine 19.0% 24%
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