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The Strong Start for America’s Children Bill:
Questions and Answers

The Strong Start for America’s Children bill, introduced by Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA), Representative
George Miller (D-CA), and Representative Richard Hanna (R-NY), would increase access to high-quality
early learning opportunities for children from birth to age five. Here are answers to some
commonly asked questions about the legislation and about early care and education.

Why is the Strong Start for America’s Children bill important?

This legislation helps ensure children have the high-quality early learning experiences they need to succeed in
school and in life. The legislation would guarantee access to high-quality prekindergarten for all four-year-olds

in low- and moderate-income families (families with incomes at or below 200 percent of poverty)—children who
are more likely to lack access to, yet stand to benefit the most from, high-quality prekindergarten. In addition,

the legislation—recognizing that critical brain development occurs in the earliest years—expands early learning
opportunities for infants and toddlers, which are in short supply in communities across the country. The
legislation allows states to set aside a portion of the funds for high-quality infant and toddler care and provides
grants for high-quality early care and education for children through age three though partnerships between Early
Head Start and child care. It also expresses support for continuing voluntary home visiting programs that offer
education and support to parents, who are children’s first teachers and central to young children’s development.

The legislation would take a significant step forward to address the critical shortage of affordable, high-quality
early learning opportunities for children from birth to age five. Less than two-thirds of four-year-olds (63 percent
of those not yet in kindergarten) are enrolled in preschool programs,! and many of these programs are not high
quality. Infants and toddlers are even less likely to be in high-quality programs. One study rated only 29 percent
of center-based care for infants as high quality?and another study rated just 8 percent of center-based care for
infants as high quality.

By giving children a strong start on a path toward success, and by enabling parents to have stable, nurturing early
care and education so they can work, this legislation helps our nation'’s current and future economy.

How can you expect this proposed bill to be enacted given the current partisanship
in Congress?

Prekindergarten and child care programs have enjoyed bipartisan support in Washington and in the states, as
political leaders—regardless of party—have recognized that early care and education helps children get a strong
start, supports families, and is a financially sound investment.

Governors on both sides of the aisle have championed state funding for prekindergarten for many years.
Oklahoma and Georgia have been leaders in making prekindergarten universally available—initiatives that have

11 Dupont Circle NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20036 | 202.588.5180 Fax 202.588.5185 | www.nwlc.org



STRONG START FOR CHILDREN - QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

continued under Democratic and Republican governors in these states. Just this year, Michigan, with the
leadership of Republican Governor Rick Snyder, expanded funding for its prekindergarten program by $65 million.
Mississippi, which has a Republican governor as well, established a new prekindergarten program. There were also
substantial increases in prekindergarten funding in other states with Republican governors, such as Alabama, New
Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, and South Carolina, as well as in states with Democratic governors, such as California,
Hawaii, Minnesota, New York, and Washington.

Governors had signaled that early education is a bipartisan priority earlier in the year with their 2013 State of the
State addresses; 27 governors mentioned early care and education and nearly half of these governors (12) were
Republicans.*

At the national level, presidents from Reagan to Bush to Clinton to Obama have supported significant
expansions in funding for Head Start. Legislation establishing the Child Care and Development Block Grant—
the major federal child care program—was co-sponsored by Democratic Senator Chris Dodd and Republican
Senator Orrin Hatch and was enacted in 1990 under the first President Bush.

Will this federal legislation discourage states from moving forward on their own
investments in early childhood or diminish their role in providing prekindergarten?

Many states have invested in prekindergarten for decades and, as of 2011-2012, 40 states funded prekindergarten
programs, spending a total of over $5 billion and serving more than 1.3 million children.® This legislation would
enable states to build on their existing prekindergarten programs, allowing states to expand and improve the
quality of their programs and address existing gaps: state prekindergarten programs serve only 28 percent of
four-year-olds, only five states meet 10 key quality benchmarks, and nine states do not fund prekindergarten
programs.®

The legislation calls for expanding prekindergarten through state-federal partnerships. The federal government
and states would share the cost of expanding or starting new prekindergarten programs. States would still have
to invest their own dollars—most states would be required to match federal funding at a rate equal to 10 percent
of the federal funding they receive in the first year, rising gradually to 100 percent in the eighth year, with a
reduced match rate for states that serve at least half of their eligible four-year-olds (and up to 10 percent of
prekindergarten funding already being provided by the state as of the enactment of the legislation could be
counted toward the state match, if the funds were not being used as matching funds for any other federal
program). With this legislation, states would have an additional incentive to invest their dollars, and those

dollars would go further with a federal match. The federal investment would encourage, not substitute, additional
state investment.

States would also still help shape their prekindergarten policies. The federal government would set certain quality
standards and other requirements, but states would have flexibility in how they meet the needs of their families
and communities.

How does the legislation relate to the President’s early learning proposal?

The legislation builds on the early learning plan announced by the President in his 2013 State of the Union
Address and included in his FY 2014 budget proposal. It provides a detailed roadmap for achieving the shared
goal of significantly expanding early learning opportunities for young children from low- and moderate-income
families to help them succeed. Like the President’s proposal, it would make preschool available to many more
four-year-olds through federal-state partnerships, establish high-quality standards for participating programs,
and increase access to high-quality infant-toddler care through Early Head Start-child care partnerships.
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There are a few differences between the President’s proposal and the proposed legislation. For example, the
legislation would allow states to set aside up to 15 percent of their funds for high-quality care for infants and
toddlers. The state match requirements would also be lower under the legislation than under the President’s
proposal.

Why are Congress and the President proposing new investments at a time when there
is an emphasis on reducing the federal deficit?

Investing in young children in their key developmental years is an investment in our current and future economy.
We will only be able to truly address the deficit if we have economic growth, and we will only have economic
growth if we have a productive workforce now and in the future.

The benefits of early care and education exceed the costs and therefore do not add to long-term deficits.
Research shows that $1 invested in high-quality early education today can save $7 in the future, by reducing the
likelihood that children will have to repeat a grade or require special education in elementary and secondary
school or that they will get involved in crime or become dependent on welfare as adults, and by increasing the
likelihood that they will find secure employment and become financially self-sufficient.”

In the near term, expanding families' access to child care and early education programs will help enable low-
and moderate-income parents to work so they can support their families and make a productive contribution to
our nation’s economy.

Thus, by investing in early care and education today, we ultimately help reduce the deficit and, more importantly,
create a stronger America.

How would the expansion of early learning proposed in this legislation be funded?

The legislation does not a specify a funding source, but there are several options. For example, the President
proposed that his early learning plan be paid for by increasing the federal tax on cigarettes and other tobacco
products. Raising the federal tobacco tax is a wise strategy because research shows it discourages smoking,
particularly among teens. According to economic research, every 10 percent increase in the price of cigarettes
reduces overall cigarette consumption by 3 to 5 percent and youth smoking by 6 to 7 percent.? One study found
that shortly after the federal cigarette tax was increased by 61.6 cents per pack on April 1, 2009, the percentage of
middle- and high-school students who reported smoking in the past 30 days dropped between 9.7 percent and
13.3 percent (between 220,000 and 287,000 fewer students smoking).? Reducing teen smoking is essential because
it is still far too common—18 percent of high school students are current cigarette smokers'®>—and these young
people are placing their long-term health at risk.

Although higher cigarettes taxes lead to lower smoking rates (and therefore lower sales of cigarettes), they still
generate substantial revenue. In the 12 months after the 2009 federal tobacco tax increase, federal cigarette tax
revenue increased by 129 percent (from $6.8 billion to $15.5 billion).* By reducing smoking and the resulting
negative health consequences, higher cigarette taxes also increase worker productivity, and thus federal revenues,
and reduce health care costs, including for Medicaid and Medicare.}?

A recent poll shows that the public overwhelmingly supports increasing tobacco taxes to pay for early education.®?
There are also other strategies for raising the necessary revenues for this important priority. Regardless of how it
is paid for, it is clearly an investment worth making because of its high returns. The initial costs are outweighed
by the long-term benefits, as children who participate in high-quality preschool are less likely to repeat a grade or
require special education while in school, and less likely to commit crimes or rely on welfare and more likely to be
employed and contribute to the economy as adults.**
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Does the research show that prekindergarten has lasting results that make it a
worthwhile investment?

A number of studies—including small-scale studies of intensive programs as well as studies of larger state and
local prekindergarten programs—show that high-quality early education programs have short- and long-term
benefits for children.® These benefits include improved academic performance in elementary and secondary
school, reduced grade retention, decreased need for special education, increased high school graduation rates
and college attendance, higher earnings as adults, and reduced criminal involvement. These programs work
because they help young children acquire cognitive skills and knowledge as well as the persistence, motivation,
and self-discipline they need to learn in school and throughout their lives.

One of the most recent studies showing that high-quality early education can produce sustained benefits was
of New Jersey's Abbott prekindergarten program. The program—established in urban, low-income districts as
a remedy in the New Jersey Supreme Court school funding case, Abbott v. Burke—is well-funded and has strong
quality standards. The study found that children who had attended the Abbott program performed better on
language and literacy, math, and science achievement tests and had lower rates of grade retention and special
education placement through fourth and fifth grade than children who had not attended the program.®

Although the Head Start Impact Study found that most of the benefits of the program faded out during
elementary school, it is important to interpret the results with caution. First, while the Impact Study was done as
carefully as possible, there were some methodological issues that are inevitable in any social science experiment
involving real people and circumstances that cannot be completely controlled. For example, some of the children
in the control group ended up attending another Head Start or preschool program, and some of the children in
the treatment group did not attend Head Start for the entire school year. As a result, the findings might have not
fully captured the difference in performance between children who actually attended Head Start and those who
did not attend Head Start (or a similar program).

Second, children who attended Head Start did perform better on cognitive tests at kindergarten entry than
children who did not attend the program. The fact that this advantage disappeared may be due to their
experiences in elementary school. The non-Head Start children may have received more attention from their
teachers to help them catch up with their classmates. In this way, resources—teachers’ time and attention, at the
expense of other students—may have been needed during the elementary years when they were not provided
prior to kindergarten.

Finally, Head Start as it exists today should not be judged mainly based on the Head Start Impact Study, because
the children in the study attended Head Start prior to significant quality improvements implemented under the
Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007. Under this legislation, teachers must meet increased
credential requirements and grantees that do not meet all of the program’s high quality standards must compete
for continued funding.

What does the legislation mean for Head Start?

The legislation builds on states’ long-standing role in supporting prekindergarten. Over the past few decades,
states’ investment in prekindergarten has grown—as of 2011-2012, 40 states funded prekindergarten programs,
spending a total of over $5 billion and serving more than 1.3 million children.'” However, nationwide, these state
prekindergarten programs serve only 28 percent of four-year-olds and just 4 percent of three-year-olds.® The
legislation would expand state prekindergarten programs to reach more four-year-olds while allowing Head
Start to focus on reaching the many three-year-olds who are not currently served by Head Start or state
prekindergarten programs. The bill would also provide an opportunity for Early Head Start, in partnership with
child care programs that meet Early Head Start's quality standards, to expand to reach more infants and toddlers;
currently, less than 4 percent of infants and toddlers in poverty are participating in Early Head Start.*®
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In addition, local Head Start programs, as well as child care programs, will still be able to serve four-year-olds
through states’ new or expanded prekindergarten programs under this legislation. Head Start programs are
already participating in state prekindergarten initiatives across the country. For example, 11 percent of children
enrolled in New Jersey's highly acclaimed Abbott preschool program—which operates in the state’s lowest-income
school districts—are in Head Start settings and another 49 percent of children enrolled in the program are in child
care settings.?

Head Start could also provide a valuable model for how new and expanding preschool programs can effectively
offer comprehensive health, nutrition, and family support services—long a central component of Head Start and
required of preschool programs under the Strong Start legislation.

How does this legislation ensure programs are high quality?

The legislation requires that programs receiving funding to offer early education meet a set of standards designed
to ensure children’s safety, promote their healthy development, and encourage their learning and growth.
Research—and day-to-day experience with young children—shows that the standards required in the legislation
are essential components of a high-quality program:

« Well-educated teachers with credentials in early education; this standard ensures teachers have an
understanding of how children learn and how to encourage children’s successful development.

Teacher salaries comparable to those for K-12 teachers; this standard enables programs to attract and retain
highly skilled and knowledgeable teachers.

Early learning standards that are developmentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate, that address all
essential areas of school readiness (including cognitive, language, literacy, physical, social, and emotional
development and approaches to learning), and that are integrated into instructional and programmatic practices.

« A developmentally appropriate, comprehensive curriculum and learning environment that is aligned with the
state’s early learning and development standards.

Low child-teacher ratios and small class sizes; this standard allows teachers to provide individualized attention
and support to children.

Nutritious meals and snacks for children during the prekindergarten day and age-appropriate nutrition
education for children and their families; this standard ensures children are physically healthy, have the energy
they need to learn, and begin practicing healthy eating habits.

Family engagement and support efforts; this standard helps teachers and program staff gain a greater
understanding of children’s needs and helps parents gain greater knowledge about promoting their children’s
learning and development.

« Vision, hearing, and health screenings, referrals to appropriate health care providers, and assistance obtaining
services; this standard ensures that any developmental delays, disabilities, or other health issues are identified
and addressed as early as possible.

« Ongoing monitoring and program evaluation to ensure continuous program improvement.

- Health and safety standards; these requirements help ensure children’s well-being.
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Why does the legislation support investments in early learning for infants and toddlers?

High-quality early care and education is essential for children in their earliest years of life when they are first
learning and exploring and when critical brain development is occurring. Young children need positive
experiences in and out of the home to provide a strong foundation for their future development.

High-quality early learning opportunities are particularly important for disadvantaged infants and toddlers.

A recent study found that there are already significant disparities in vocabulary and language development
between children in low-income families and children in high-income families as early as 18 months of age, and
a six-month gap at age two.?* An earlier study found that by age three, children from the lowest-income families
had heard 30 million fewer words and had half the vocabulary compared to children from the highest-income
families.??

For millions of working parents, infant/toddler care is a necessity. Over three-fifths (61.4 percent) of women with
children under age three are in the labor force.® Yet high-quality care for infants and toddlers is scarce in many
communities and often difficult to afford. The average cost of full-time infant care ranges from over $3,900 to
over $16,400 a year, depending on where a family lives and the type of care.?” These costs can be a particular
burden for young families with infants since the parents may be just starting to work and have not had time to
accumulate any savings. Nearly half (49 percent) of children under age three—5.6 million infants and toddlers—
live in low-income families (families with incomes under 200 percent of poverty).®

Existing programs fall far short of addressing the need for infant/toddler care. The Early Head Start program
provides high-quality, comprehensive early care and education for vulnerable infants and toddlers, but reaches
less than 4 percent of the eligible population.?®

The legislation would address this gap by expanding access to high-quality early learning opportunities for infants
and toddlers. It would allow states to use up to 15 percent of their funds for high-quality early care and education
for infants and toddlers from families with incomes at or below 200 percent of poverty. It would also make grants
available to support partnerships between Early Head Start and child care for high-quality early care and
education for children through age three.

In addition, the legislation expresses support for continuing to provide resources for voluntary home visits by
nurses and social workers to at-risk families. Home visiting programs offer parent education and connect parents
with resources that help them promote their children’s health, well-being, learning, and development. Research
indicates that well-designed home visiting programs can have positive impacts on children’s school readiness,
health, and development, parenting practices, family economic self-sufficiency, and maternal health.?’

11 Dupont Circle NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20036 | 202.588.5180 Fax 202.588.5185 | www.nwlc.org



STRONG START FOR CHILDREN - QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

1 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, Table 56. Enrollment of 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old children in
preprimary programs, by level of program, control of program, and attendance status: Selected years, 1965 through 2011, available at
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_056.asp.

2 Helen Raikes, Brian Wilcox, Carla Peterson, Susan Hegland, Jane Atwater, JeanAnn Summers, Kathy Thornburg, Julia Torquati, Carolyn Edwards, and Abbie Raikes,
Child Care Quality and Workforce Characteristics in Four Midwestern States (Omaha, NE: The Gallup Organization, 2003), 68, available at
http://ccfl.unl.edu/projects_outreach/projects/current/ecp/pdf/final_11-25-03.pdf.

3 Suzanne Helburn, Mary L. Culkin, Carollee Howes, Donna Bryant, Richard Clifford, Debby Cryer, Ellen Peisner-Feinberg, and Sharon Lynn Kagan, Cost, Quality,
and Child Outcomes in Child Care Centers (Denver, CO: University of Colorado, 1995).

4 National Women's Law Center, Governors’ 2013 State of the State Addresses: Mentions of Early Care and Education (2013), available at
http://www.nwlc.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/2013stateofthestateaddresses.pdf.

5 W. Steven Barnett, Megan E. Carolan, Jen Fitzgerald, and James H. Squires, The State of Preschool 2012: State Preschool Yearbook (New Brunswick, NJ:
National Institute for Early Education Research, 2012), 7, available at http://nieer.org/publications/state-preschool-2012.

6 The State of Preschool 2012: State Preschool Yearbook, 6-8. The State of Preschool 2012 reports that 10 states did not have prekindergarten programs as of
2011-2012, but one of these states (Mississippi) has since established a program.

7 Arthur J. Reynolds, Judy A. Temple, Dylan L. Robertson, and Emily A. Mann, Age 21 Cost-Benefit Analysis of the Title I Chicago Child-Parent Center Program:
Executive Summary (2001), available at http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/cls/cbaexecsum4.html.

8 Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, Raising Cigarette Taxes Reduces Smoking, Especially Among Kids (and the Cigarette Companies Know It) (Fact Sheet),
available at http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/research/factsheets/pdf/0146.pdf.

9 Jidong Huang and Frank J. Chaloupka, IV, The Impact of the 2009 Federal Tobacco Excise Tax Increase on Youth Tobacco Use (NBER Working Paper No. 18026)
(Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2012), available at http://www.nber.org/papers/w18026.pdf.

10 U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), "Youth risk behavior surveillance, United States, 2011," MMWR, 61 (4), June 8, 2012,
available at http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/pdf/ss/ss6104.pdf.

11 Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, President’s Plan to Increase Tobacco Tax Will Prevent Kids from Smoking and Save Lives (Statement of Matthew L. Myers,
President), April 5, 2013, available at http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/press _releases/post/2013 04 05 _tax.

12 Congressional Budget Office, Raising the Excise Tax on Cigarettes: Effects on Health and the Federal Budget (2012), available at
http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/06-13-Smoking_Reduction.pdf.

13 First Five Years Fund, “Key findings from a national survey of 800 registered voters conducted July 8-11, 2013," (Poll conducted by Hart Research and
Public Opinion Strategies), available at http://www.ffyf.org/sites/default/files/Poll_Findings_Report 0.pdf.

14 Reynolds, et al.; Lawrence J. Schweinhart, Jeanne Montie, Zongping Xiang, W. Steven Barnett, Clive R. Belfield, and Milagros Nores, The High/Scope
Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40: Summary, Conclusions, and Frequently Asked Questions (High/Scope Press, 2005), available at
http://www.highscope.org/file/Research/PerryProject/specialsummary rev2011 02 2.pdf; Frances A. Campbell, Elizabeth P. Pungello, Margaret Burchinal,
Kirsten Kainz, Yi Pan, Barbara H. Wasik, Oscar A. Barbarin, Joseph J. Sparling, and Craig T. Ramey, "Adult outcomes as a function of an early childhood
educational program: An Abecedarian Project follow-up,” Developmental Psychology, 48 (4), July 2012, 1033-1043; Ellen Frede, Kwanghee Jung, W. Steven
Barnett, and Alexandra Figueras, The APPLES Blossom: Abbott Preschool Program Longitudinal Effects Study (APPLES) Preliminary Results through 2nd Grade
Interim Report (Washington, DC: National Institute for Early Education Research, 2009), available at http://nieer.org/pdf/apples second_grade_results.pdf; W.
Steven Barnett, Kwanghee Jung, Min-Jong Youn, and Ellen C. Frede, Abbott Preschool Program Longitudinal Effects Study: Fifth Grade Follow-Up (Washington,
DC: National Institute for Early Education Research, 2013), available at http://nieer.org/sites/nieer/files/APPLES%205th%20Grade.pdf.

15 Reynolds, et al,; Schweinhart et al.; Campbell et al.; Frede, et al.

16 Barnett, et al., Abbott Preschool Program Longitudinal Effects Study: Fifth Grade Follow-Up.

17 The State of Preschool 2012, 7.

18 The State of Preschool 2012, 6.

19 National Women'’s Law Center calculations based on data on Early Head Start enroliment from U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,

Fiscal Year 2014 Administration for Children and Families Justification of Estimates for Appropriations Committees (2013), 102, available at
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/olab/sec2d_cfsp_2014cj.pdf; and data on children under age three in poverty from U.S. Census Bureau, Detailed
Poverty Tables, POV34: Single year of age — Poverty status: 2012, available at http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032013/pov/pov34_100.htm.

20 W. Steven Barnett, Megan E. Carolan, Jen Fitzgerald, and James H. Squires, The State of Preschool 2011: State Preschool Yearbook (New Brunswick, NJ:
National Institute for Early Education Research, 2011), 166, available at http://nieer.org/publications/state-preschool-2011.

21 Anne Fernald, Virginia A. Marchman, Adriana Weisleder, “SES differences in language processing skill and vocabulary are evident at 18 months,” Developmental
Science, 16 (2), March 2013, 234-248, available at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/desc.12019/abstract.

22 Betty Hart and Todd Risley, Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children (Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing, 1995).

23 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Characteristics of Families — 2012, Table 6. Employment status of mothers with own
children under 3 years old by single year of age of youngest child and marital status, 2011-2012 annual averages, available at
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/famee.t06.htm. This percentage understates how many women raising children are in the paid labor force because they
reflect only women raising their own children, and do not include the many women who are raising grandchildren, nieces, and nephews, or other related
children. Note that the labor force includes those who are working and those who are looking for work.

24 Child Care Aware of America, Parents and the High Cost of Child Care: 2013 Report (Arlington, VA: Child Care Aware of America, 2013), 14,
available at http://usa.childcareaware.org/sites/default/files/Cost%200f%20Care%202013%20110613.pdf.

25 Sophia Addy, Will Engelhardt, and Curtis Skinner, Basic Facts About Low-income Children: Children Under 3 Years, 2011 (New York, NY: National Center
for Children in Poverty, 2013), available at http://nccp.org/publications/pub_1077.html.

26 National Women's Law Center calculations based on data on Early Head Start enroliment from U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and data on
children under age three in poverty from U.S. Census Bureau.

27 Elizabeth DiLauro and Lisa Schreiber, Supporting Parents and Child Development Through Home Visiting (Washington, DC: Zero to Three, 2012),
available at http://www.zerotothree.org/public-policy/policy-toolkit/homevisitssing_mar5.pdf.

11 Dupont Circle NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20036 | 202.588.5180 Fax 202.588.5185 | www.nwlc.org



