Early Care & Education
POLICY BRIEF

Fall 2007

Executive Summary

T

he arguments for making investments in high-quality
early childhood education are quite compelling.
Many major economic and social problems within
our communities such as crime, high school dropout
rates, and drug consumption, can be traced to low levels of
skill and ability within our population. Ability gaps between
advantaged and disadvantaged children open up early in the life
of our youngest citizens. If a child is not motivated and stimulated
to learn and engage early on in life, the more likely it is that when
he or she becomes an adult, it will fail in social and economic
life. And, the longer we wait to intervene in the life cycle of the
child, the more costly it is to remediate and restore the child to its
fullest potential.
Skill begets skill, motivation begets motivation. An ongoing effort
to refocus public policy is required to understand and support
the lifecyle of skill and health formation, and the importance of
investing in the early years.
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F

or many years, the Vermont Business Roundtable
has recognized that the thoughtful stewardship of
Vermont’s future rests upon public policy development
that helps ensure the well being of our children.
Helping children reach their potential leads to better educated
citizens, healthier communities, a lower incidence of crime, and
ultimately, high societal dividends.
This brief will serve to help illuminate the public investment
in pre-k as a public policy strategy. The Vermont Business
Roundtable believes that public investment in pre-k is important
because of the overwhelming evidence of brain development
during age birth to five.
With data from four decades of program evaluation, child
development research, and advances in several scientific fronts,
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it is clear that early brain development is the foundation for “all
future learning, behavior, and health.”1 Not only has pre-k been
shown to have positive effects on the brain’s ability to develop
cognitive skills, but also the necessary language and social skills
that help to prepare children to be successful students and
citizens2. Soft skills children learn at an early age — such as how
to listen, how to cooperate, and how to work as a team — beget
more and more skills as the child ages.3
Several ongoing longitudinal studies also show that children
who have access to high-quality pre-k are more likely to grow
up to be more successful in life and the workforce. The long
term effects of three scientifically-rigorous evaluations of early
childhood programs serve to illuminate diverse benefits to the
participants, from better health to higher pay, as the children
grow into adulthood. The findings include higher achievement
scores in elementary school and a higher likelihood that
children would enroll in college later in life.4 Another study
yields evidence of greater academic success and higher earnings
than peers, and less social problems, including lower levels of
participation in crime, truancy, and welfare.5
The benefits of universal pre-k for children at risk are
indisputable. Major studies show a direct link between
participation in high-quality pre-k for children at risk, and a lower
likelihood to utilize social services and a higher probability of
having later economic prosperity. While some may argue that
programs in Vermont should be limited to children considered
at-risk, there are many benefits that are derived by children of
middle income families.
Given that most of the nation’s dropouts and special education
students are from middle income families, the costs of failing to
serve children who could benefit are far higher than the costs
saved by targeting.6 Although they are at a lower risk than lower
income children, middle income children exist in schools in
higher raw numbers, so their problems add up to higher costs
for early and later interventions. Indeed, most school failure is
suffered by middle income children.7 Problems like dropout and
grade repetition simply cannot be tackled by targeting poor
children alone.
In Vermont, middle income children suffer with low school
readiness. According to the state’s school readiness data of
2005-2006, less than half (44 percent) of all children were rated
at the “practicing” or “performing independently” levels for all
items in each of the five domains of readiness.8 We should be
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concerned that with 39,000 children under six in Vermont, the
cost of remediating learning among those students is a huge
burden to our educational system. Making sure that all children,
whether middle or lower income, come to school ready to learn
is good for children and good for taxpayers.
While school readiness is important, high-quality pre-k is
essential to the many families, which are led by either a single
working parent, or in which both parents work. Two-thirds of
women with children under six are in the labor force across
the country. In Vermont those workers are much needed. But
the cost of early care and education strains the budgets of most
families in Vermont, making it difficult to work and pay for care.
Indeed, the state estimates that the cost of high-quality child care
averages 21% of a family’s annual income.9 While high-quality
early care and education is necessary to prepare our children for
success in school and in life for economic stability, few families
can afford it. It isn’t surprising that Vermont is considered one of
the 10 least affordable states for child care.10
Because benefits of early childhood education are clear, many
business leaders nationally and in Vermont have become pre-k
advocates. Business leaders understand the economic benefits
of investing in a workforce at an early age. According to Jim
Rohr, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, the PNC Financial
Services Group,
“To sustain America’s economic strength, community leaders,
business leaders, policymakers, and parents must make providing
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access to high-quality early childhood education a top priority
across the country. We can’t expect our children to make strides
when we’re taking baby steps.” 11

that early childhood education assures good citizenship and
excellent scholastic achievement.We cannot afford to waste these
precious early years.”

The Committee for Economic Development predicts that in the
long run, high-quality pre-k education for all will boost national
employment and gross domestic product by almost 2 percent,
which represents over 3 million more jobs and almost $1 trillion
in increased annual GDP. Their recent study reasons:
“Economic development benefits occur because high-quality
preschool increases both the soft and hard skills of preschool
participants, and also their ability to benefit from later education,
which increases participants’ future employability and productivity
in the labor market.This increase in the quantity and quality of
U.S. labor supply stimulates business to create new jobs and
expand output.” 12
Leaders in Vermont’s higher education community also recognize
the value of high-quality pre-k for all. Jeff Shields, President and
Dean of Vermont Law School said recently,
“Through public-private alliances other states are turning to
universal early childhood education.We must join them.Why?
Because all the many studies on the subject come to the conclusion

Recognizing that the investment in pre-k for all is important, the
question is not why, but how. Implementation regulations that
incorporate high-quality elements and best practices in pre-k
help create successful programs. After decades of research, it
is clear that high-quality components such as teachers with
BA degrees and specialized pre-k training are shown to make
a significant difference in better outcomes for children. States
such as New York and Iowa are now requiring that eventually all
classroom teachers have a BA degree, phasing this requirement
in to allow for teacher training and recruitment. Regular
monitoring is also shown to improve programs through higher
levels of accountability and training opportunities.
For business and policy makers, the message is clear. If we are to
be the successful stewards of Vermont’s future, we must continue
to create strategies that clear a path to the success of each child.
This starts with high-quality pre-k for all three- and four-year old
children in Vermont. We celebrate that the Vermont Legislature
has recognized this, and continue to work towards building
equity and quality in pre-k, to truly serve every child.
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