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Access and quality rank high on Task Force list

roader accessto preschool and kindergarten, quality stan-

dards, and incentives to spur programs toward improving
early childhood services are among the recommendationsissued by a
statewide task force commissioned by Gov. Mark Schweiker to exam-
ine early childhood care and education in Pennsylvania.

The recommendations of the Governor’s Task Force on Early
Care and Education address, among other issues, evidence that only a
fraction of early childhood services offer the kind of quality environ-
ments that produce the full benefits early learning has to offer.

Evidence of the shortfall in qual-
ity, the benefits of early learning, pro-
files of providers, and other information
was provided by the Universities Chil-
dren’s Policy Collaborative (UCPC),
which includes researchers from the
University of Pittsburgh Office of Child
Development, the Pennsylvania State
University Prevention Research Center,
and the Center for Public Policy of
Temple University.

The Task Force was chaired by
Marilyn Ware, Chairman of the Board
of American Water Works Company,
Inc. Family Communications' Fred
Rogers served as Honorary Chair.

More Pennsylvania children than
ever before are spending significant
numbers of hoursin early childhood
services, particularly in child care.
When the quality of these servicesis
high, low-income children are more
likely to enjoy outcomes such as better
school achievement, less grade reten-

tion, higher graduation rates, and fewer
behavior problems. Unfortunately, only
20% of early childhood servicesin the
state are of alevel of quality sufficient
to produce those kinds of benefits, ac-
cording to a UCPC quality survey.

The Task Force recommendations
focused on two central issues: access to
early care and education and the quality
of those services.

Urging wider access for all chil-
dren, the Task Force called on the state
to establish a system and funding that
would make it possible to offer child
care, preschool, and kindergarten to all
children. These would be significant
steps, if taken. Pennsylvania, for exam-
ple, does not fund preschool — one of
only nine states in the nation that fail to
do so. Money to expand kindergarten
classes to full-day sessions for at-risk
children is another one of the recom-
mendations to broaden access.

Such services, however, are only
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as good as the learning environment they
create. To help programs reach the high
levels of quality needed to realize the full
potential of early learning, the Task Force
recommended severa steps. For example,
it called for devel oping the following:

¢ Research-based standards of excel-
lence.

¢ Anaccountability system for state-
funded or regulated early care and
education services.

* A dtatewide system of financial in-
centives that support the efforts of
early childhood providersto maintain
the standards of excellence.

¢ A minimum level of experience and/
or training prior to employment and
ongoing professional development.

* A system of credentialing early care
and education professionals and ap-
propriately compensate them.
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How The Task Force Suggests Improving Early Care & Education

Task Force urges state to broaden access and improve quality of early childhood services

Infants & Toddlers

The Task Force noted
that despite “incremental
steps” taken by the state
to improve care for very
young children, the quality
of most child care across
Pennsylvania is mediocre,
at best. The Task Force
recommended the state
take a bigger step and
develop a voluntary care
system that not only ac-
counts for children’s
health and safety, but of-
fers higher quality care in
developmentally-
appropriate environments.

Preschool

Studies find that high
quality preschool offers
far ranging benefits, in-
cluding a much greater
chance of succeeding in
school. Yet, Pennsylvania
is one of only nine states
that does not provide
funding for preschool. The
Task Force felt this must
change and recom-
mended that quality pre-
school be made available
to all 3 and 4-year-olds
and that funding begin
with children who are at
risk of failing in school.

Kindergarten

Pennsylvania does not
require kindergarten. In
fact, the compulsory
school age is 8 years old.
Most districts offer half-
day sessions. But studies
suggest students, particu-
larly at-risk students,
benefit from full-day
classes. The Task Force
recommended state fund-
ing for full-day kindergar-
ten in districts whose stu-
dents are most likely to
benefit, and lowering the
compulsory school age to
6 years old.

Quality Standards

Researchers report that
only high quality services
consistently produce the
full range of benefits early
learning has to offer. The
Task Force recom-
mended that research-
based standards of excel-
lence be adopted state-
wide and that these stan-
dards be supported by
promoting best practices
and continuous improve-
ment, as well as develop-
ing a system of incentives
to help programs reach
higher levels of quality.
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None of the recommendations are
binding. But the Task Force and UCPC
have done much of the legwork needed
for reform by providing the research,
background, framework, and priorities
to create a new approach to early care
and education in Pennsylvania.

And UCPC researchers found evi-
dence that parents are willing to support
such measures. For example, 88% per-
cent of parents sampled across the state
said they felt that early care and educa-
tion was important enough to support
with their tax dollars.
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