Responding to skeptics – answering the tough questions

Young children should be at home with their mothers
1. While many parents want to be at home with their children, the reality is that most are not; the majority of families with young children have both parents working due to economic necessity.
1. Parents need and want support, even those who are at home like and use pre-k programs.
1. While parents provide the most critical care-giving role, socialization, teamwork and other skills for school and later jobs are best developed in larger groups.  Kids need friends!

Pre-k represents a nanny state/government “control” over children
1. Helping parents is all about expanding their choices, giving them the knowledge they need and want and increasing access to the high-quality early education they want for their kids but too often can't afford.   
1. Voluntary home visiting and early learning programs tend to be small, local, and community-based.
1. Taxpayers have the right to demand accountability for public dollars, and if we want to help children and parents, then programs must be accountable.  Just as we expect doctors to practice evidence-based medicine, programs for children should provide evidence-based services that use public dollars wisely. 
1. Publicly-funded pre-k can support private enterprise; 30% of all children in state-funded pre-k are in private or community-based settings, and that private share has been rising.

Evidence shows that pre-k harms kids (more than it helps them)
1. Poor-quality child care can harm kids and miss the opportunity for big benefits, but good early learning and care programs help them. That is why we want all children to have access to high-quality programs.  
1. Poor-quality parenting also harms kids, just as good parenting helps kids.   Parents who are addicted, abusive, depressed or just don't know what to do can damage or hinder their child's development.   So we want also programs to help parents do a hard and important job better.
1. The evidence is unequivocal that both good quality early learning programs and good parents help kids tremendously.

The economic payoff is too long-term/tenuous to be believed
1. There is substantial short-term payoff, too – early school success and cost savings, decreased behavior problems, and parental productivity and career gains – that leads to longer-term payoff. (see the Partnership’s “Costs of Disinvestment” policy brief for specific examples and statistics.)
1. It’s not all about test scores; quality early education promotes “hard” and “soft” skills (like emotional self-regulation), and evidence shows that both are related to later-life success.
1. There is a compounding effect; even small early improvements can mean substantial later savings.

The programs that produced long-term effects are from long ago and not relevant today
1. These programs are still relevant.  The elements of successful teaching and parenting are the same now as they were 10, 20, or even 50 years ago.  We need to replicate today what has worked in the past. 
1. As we have learned more about both brain development and what works in programs, we have refined and improved public programs, and we should continue to improve them.  We have far more evidence about what works in home visiting and early education than we did even 10 years ago.
1. Education is more important today than ever– human nature hasn’t changed, but human capital is more valuable, economic competition is tougher, and the skill levels needed for success are higher every year– so investing in child development is more relevant, not less so.
1. Contemporary evaluations of pre-k programs find short-term impacts similar to the longitudinal studies; when a program is high quality, it produces strong benefits regardless of time period.
1. Some current state programs now have evidence of lasting effects into the elementary grades.

There is no evidence beyond pre-k, so we can’t support other early childhood programs
1. Brain development research continues to find new ways that early supports benefit children and their parents beyond cognitive development and to emphasize getting it right early rather than fixing it later.
1. Various Partnership research findings – on health care, housing, nutrition, mental health, parenting, and income – show economic returns in a variety of investments in young children’s lives.  
1. Healthy women give birth to healthier babies; parents who are equipped with tools and skills raise more school-ready children; and kids whose health, housing, nutrition, and care are attended to early come to kindergarten ready and eager and show early improvements in cognitive, social, and behavioral skills.
1. Although there is evidence for the effectiveness of specific interventions to improve nutrition and income supports as well for early education and parenting interventions, the best public policy approach is not always clear.  Some programs, like WIC and SNAP, have evidence on economic benefits; others merit more research.  In some cases, the best public policy may be improving markets’ efficiency.

Only the most seriously disadvantaged benefit children from dysfunctional families benefit from supports for improved parenting and enriched early learning programs
1. There is a continuum of risk for poor developmental outcomes that is highest for children in the most disadvantaged families but remains high for middle-income children.  The earliest and most intensive services should target the highest-risk children, but all children and families need and want some help.
1. Studies show that all children gain from high-quality early learning programs.  Indeed, Oklahoma’s pre-k program serves over 70% of 4-year-olds and shows benefits for all of them in school readiness.
1. Failure rates are high for the middle class; most children who fail a grade or drop out of high school are not poor.  Moreover, education problems cannot be fixed by limiting a strong strategy to a small group.
1. Today’s difficult economic climate illustrates sharply the breadth and depth of need; not only poor, but working class and many middle class families lack the resources their children need; for an average U.S. family, providing children with high quality early education would take 25% of their net income.

Programs produce large effects at first, but these fade away, leaving no lasting impact
1. Scientific evidence from the United States, Europe, Australia and others finds this to be simply untrue.
1. Just as the negative effects of poverty or poor parenting on early development can be lasting, so can the positive effects of good prenatal care, parenting, nutrition, preschool , and a secure environment.
1. Higher-quality programs and ones that include continuing support, as expected, have larger effects.  
1. Head Start has smaller impacts than programs with more highly qualified teachers: initial impacts are less than half those in state pre-k programs (including Head Start programs participating in state pre-K) where teachers may earn twice as much.  
1. Both Head Start participants and control kids gain rapidly in kindergarten – catch-up, not fade-out.
1. In the recent national Head Start study, many control children participated in other programs, so it was not a Head Start v. no-pre-K comparison.

Successes have only been found for small, hot-house programs that can't be scaled up
1. “Scaling up” often means partnership with existing local programs and organizations – including private faith-based, non-profit, and for-profit organizations – to deliver services to children and their families.
1. Some of the most dramatic successes have been produced by programs operated by the public schools, some very large scale.  E.g., the Chicago Child Parent Centers which show strong results through age 21.  
1. One strong example is Oklahoma’s Universal Pre-k program, operated out of its public schools, which serves over 70% of all the state’s 4-year olds and has boosted kindergarten readiness skills – such as early reading and cognition – of participating children by 4-to-8 months.
1. New Jersey’s “Abbott” Pre-K program which serves a quarter of the state’s children starting at age 3 in 31 districts boosts test scores in elementary school and cuts the number of children repeating a grade in half. (See Pre-K Now document listing state programs for many other examples of current successes.)
