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Introduction
By eighth grade, New York’s black, Latino and low-income students
are more than two grade levels behind their white and more affluent
peers in math and reading.1 But these gaps don’t magically appear in
middle school. Low-income students and students of color are already
behind in math and reading when they enter kindergarten.2 It’s clear
that closing achievement gaps requires early intervention.
As this issue brief shows, research consistently demonstrates that
high-quality pre-K programs narrow achievement gaps and push low-
income children into the middle class, with big returns on dollars i nvested.
One promising opportunity to expand high-quality pre-K for lowincome New York children and children of color is to allow our public
charter schools with proven track records to offer pre-K services and
access newly created funding streams to support their programs.
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Pre-K changes lives
Before many low-income children enter kindergarten, they’re already
behind their more affluent peers. Seventy-five percent of 5-year-olds
from middle- and high-income families are ready for kindergarten. But
as family income declines, so does school readiness. Only 59 percent of
5-year-olds from near-poor families (household income is 100 to 185
percent of the poverty line) and 48 percent of children from poor families (household income is below 100 percent of the poverty line) are
prepared for kindergarten.3
Our kids are beginning the race of life from different starting lines.
Unsurprisingly, those who start the farthest behind—most often lowincome students and students of color—tend to stay there all the way
through high school and adulthood.
Expanding access to pre-K can help narrow the gap, with astounding results. The National Institute for Early Education Research found
that New Jersey’s Abbott pre-K program—which targets low-income
children across the state—reduced achievement gaps in language arts,
math and science. NIEER followed the program’s students through
their elementary school years to trace any long-term benefits. They
concluded that students of color who spent a year in the program closed
between 10 and 20 percent of the gap separating them from their white
peers by fifth grade. Even more impressively, students of color who
spent two years in the program were able to close the gap by between
20 and 40 percent.4
Research confirms that the benefits of early education continue
through adulthood. The HighScope Perry Preschool Study tracked the
lives of low-income black children from Ypsilanti, Michigan who enrolled in a single high-quality pre-K program and those who did not. By
age 40, the participants who enrolled in pre-K reported higher incomes
than their counterparts. They were also more likely to own a car and a
home and open a savings account. Aside from greater personal wealth,
they led happier family lives and were less likely to use drugs.5 These
outcomes show that early education makes a marked difference in
living standards.
There’s also evidence that pre-K brings big returns on investment.
A study of Chicago’s Child-Parent Center calculated that every $1 invested in the program gave back $7 by the time its preschool students
turned 21 years old.6 Likewise, the HighScope Perry Preschool Study
suggests that every $1 spent on its program gave back $16 to society
once students reached the age of 40.7 Both studies say these returns
are the result of higher tax revenues from increased incomes and less
money spent on remedial education and the criminal justice system.
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When we expand access to pre-K, we also expand access to the middle
class. The achievement gaps seen in New York’s public schools begin
widening before our children start kindergarten. If our kids start their
education from behind, they’re less likely to graduate from high school
with the skills to succeed in college and the workplace. Pre-K education
has the power to narrow early achievement gaps and push low-income
students and students of color toward a better life.

2

Momentum for change
Federal and state policymakers are moving to expand access to pre-K.
In his most recent budget request, President Barack Obama included
a request for $75 billion over 10 years for the federal government to
partner with states in making high-quality pre-K universal for 4-yearolds. The President’s proposal also called for $750 million in funding
for competitive grants to help states offset pre-K startup costs.8
Here in New York, policymakers established a universal pre-K
program in 1998. But funding and capacity issues have prevented truly
universal access. As of 2012, only 44 percent of our 4-year-olds were
enrolled in state-funded pre-K, placing us ninth out of 40 states in accessibility. While that’s close to double the percentage of 4-year-olds
enrolled 10 years ago, there’s still more work to be done.9
Fortunately, our state leaders recognize the need to continue expanding access. The 2013–2014 budget allocates $25 million to help
school districts establish high-quality pre-K services and convert existing half-day pre-K programs to full-day programs.10 These funds will be
awarded on a competitive basis, with priority given to school districts
that hope to open full-day programs for high-needs 4-year-olds. Grantees must also agree to adopt quality standards on school environment,
student-teacher interactions and learning outcomes.
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Let public charter schools
help expand access
NYCAN applauds past and present lawmakers for nearly doubling
access to pre-K across our state. Albany’s recent allocation for grants to
further expand pre-K programs is another step forward. These grants
also present an opportunity that shouldn’t be missed: Let’s give highquality public charter schools the chance to provide pre-K services and
receive state funds.
Right now, school districts have the authority to offer pre-K programs themselves or partner with a variety of community-based organizations that operate pre-K programs. The law allows school districts to work with Head Start programs, libraries, day care agencies,
museums and even parochial schools. Public charter schools, however,
are not authorized to provide pre-K services.
Yet public charter schools are already serving the communities that
will benefit most from access to high-quality pre-K programs. As of the
2011–2012 school year, there are 184 public charter schools in New York.
One hundred and fourteen of these schools are elementary schools and
14 are K–12 schools. Overall, 90 percent of New York’s public charter
school students are black or Latino, and 77 percent come from low-income families.11
Most importantly, public charter schools are serving their students
well. Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes found that the typical NYC public charter school student makes
five more months in yearly math growth than the typical traditional
public school student.12
Public charter schools have proven themselves to be able partners
in helping kids succeed. They should be able to provide pre-K services
and receive equitable state funding.
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Conclusion
When New York’s black and Latino children reach eighth grade, they
are more than two grade levels behind white children in reading and
math. This gap emerges long before middle school. In fact, it’s already
apparent when children enter kindergarten.
New Yorkers don’t have to settle for these outcomes. Years of research show that pre-K education reduces achievement gaps and sets
kids on a path to the middle class. When pre-K students reach adulthood, they earn more money and lead happier lives than children who
don’t receive early education. As a result, state governments benefit
from higher tax revenues and less spending on remedial education and
the criminal justice system.
New York has nearly doubled access to pre-K education over the
past decade. But we are still far from providing truly universal access.
The 2013–2014 budget’s $25 million for expanding access to high-
quality, full-day pre-K services is a step in the right direction, but there
are more steps ahead.
To continue making progress, New York’s high-quality public charter
schools must be given the same opportunities as any other public school.
That means authorizing high-quality public charter schools to provide
pre-K services and granting access to new state funding streams. These
schools are already serving the high-needs children who benefit most
from these programs. And, most importantly, our public charter schools
have a proven track record of serving these children well.
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About NYCAN
nycan: The New York Campaign for Achievement Now launched in
January 2012 as an education reform advocacy organization building a
movement of New Yorkers with the political will to enact smart public
policies so that every New York child has access to a great public school.
We are a branch of 50can: The 50-State Campaign for Achievement
Now, a growing national network of state-based education reform advocacy groups with campaigns in Rhode Island, Minnesota, Maryland,
New Jersey, Pennsylvania and New York based on the groundbreaking
model developed by ConnCAN in Connecticut. nycan is a 501(c)(3)
nonprofit organization funded by individual donors and foundations.
www.nycan.org

