
We tend to think of the
achievement gap as some-
thing that appears in

school-age children and is revealed
through the battery of standardized
tests that they endure every year. In re-
ality, much of this gap has its roots in
early childhood experiences. It is the
inevitable result of inequitable pre-
school-age experiences. Research finds
that by the time children begin kinder-
garten, black and Hispanic children are
already far behind their white peers sta-
tistically inmath and reading readiness.
Quality early childhood programs have
the potential to reduce this disparity by
leveling the playing field from the start.
Although there is no single cause of the
achievement gap between children of
color and their white classmates, these
“inequalities in early care and educa-
tionmay be responsible for much of the
inequality in later educational out-
comes in the United States,” according
toW. Steven Barnett of Rutgers Univer-
sity. Unfortunately, only a small percentage of all licensed child
care programs in Wisconsin meet the standard of high quality.
In this brief, we outline the components of quality programming
that can be a part of mitigating these inequities and providing all
children with the opportunity to be successful.

Why this stuffmatters—A quick review of
brain basics

Children are born ready to learn. Eighty-five percent of a child’s
brain develops from birth to 3 years old.These first months and
years of life set the stage for lifelong development.With the neu-
roscience of brain development unfolding, we now know that
the way a brain develops hinges on the complex interplay be-
tween the genes a person is born with and his experiences.

While it actually takes until the mid-20s for the brain to become
fully organized, we know that the quality of an infant’s relation-
ship with his primary caregivers has a decisive impact on the ar-
chitecture of the brain, affecting the nature and extent of his
adult capabilities. Those early interactions do not merely create
a context for development; they directly affect the way the brain
is “wired.”

Preschool children’s brains have a lot of plasticity and are vul-
nerable to their environment. They continually adapt to what
they are exposed to. Environments that are chaotic, disorderly,
highly stressful or lack stimulation have a direct negative influ-
ence on brain development. So for the 71 percent of children
under age 6 with both parents in the workforce, the time they
spend away from their parents every day are critical hours in
which they can flouish or languish.What happens in early child-
hood centers, family childcare and other settings has a tremen-
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dous impact on the development of children’s brains, and con-
sequently on their readiness to succeed in school. Unfortunately,
a study by theWisconsin Child Care Partnership found that the
vast majority of childcare in Wisconsin (74 percent) was
mediocre, and more alarming, 11 percent was of poor quality.1

WhatWorks andWhy

Fortunately, there is a vast body of research now available on the
characteristics of early childhood programs that, when com-
bined, constitute a high-quality setting for children. Further re-
searchers assert that substantially increasing the number of
Hispanic and black children in high-quality preschool settings,
has the potential to reduce the current gaps in school readiness.
Data demonstrate six core elements that make up a quality early
childhood program.

Class size
To develop the higher areas of the brain, children must be able
to experience things for themselves and feel the sense of ac-
complishment that goes along with completing tasks independ-
ently. To support this, adults need to allow enough time for
children to try things over and over again, without forcing them
to do so. In this way, the brain is reassured that what is learned
is true. Thus children need someone available to help and en-
courage them when things get overwhelming, and to support
them in new situations. Children feel comfortable and develop

a continued sense of excitement
toward learning when caring
adults provide structure and ap-
propriate stimulation. The Na-
tional Research Council’s report,
Eager to Learn: Educating Our
Preschoolers, concluded that
both group size and adult-child
ratios are correlated with greater
program effects. After three
years of research review, the
Council’s panel of experts found
that low ratios of children to
adults are associated with more
extensive teacher-child interac-
tion, more individual attention,
and less restrictive and control-
ling teacher behavior. The panel
also found that small group size
correlated with more child initi-

ations, more opportunities for the teachers to help children de-
velop language proficiency, and more development of children’s
exploration and problem-solving skills. Self-initiated learning is
seen by most early childhood experts to be a crucial feature of
early learning. In smaller groups, child-initiated activities were
found to be more common, with teachers following the chil-
dren’s lead.

Highly qualified teachers
It is clear that the education and training of the adults who guide
children’s development in out of-home settings contributes to
the way they relate to children.Well-trained caregivers are more
responsive to children, provide active learning experiences, in-
teract more and focus on each child’s progress. They are also
more likely to intentionally design their programs to enhance
healthy development and learning.2 Most studies have found
that teachers with two-or four-year degrees, combined with spe-
cialized training in early childhood development, provide a sig-
nificantly higher quality experience for children in their care. In
Wisconsin, nearly all public school teachers and staff at Birth to
3 intervention programs (which serve children with disabilities)
have earned at least a bachelor’s degree, and 85 percent of Head
Start teachers hold at least a two-year degree. Only 29 percent of
child care teachers in licensed child care centers and 24 percent
of family child care providers have earned a two-year associate
degree or higher.3 In addition, a study by UW-Extension found
that centers that served children from low-income families had
the lowest percentages of teachers with degrees.

Intentional curricula that is intellectually rich and sufficiently
broad to address all developmental needs
For children’s brains to become highly developed for learning, re-
peated developmentally appropriate experiences are essential.
These connections are also made stronger when children have
daily opportunities to develop both large- and small-muscle skills,
have the chance to practice developing social skills, and interact
directly with their environment. It is also vital to incorporate rich
language into all of these activities, since exposure to rich lan-
guage creates the foundation for a child’s use and understanding
of words, and increases the likelihood of eventual reading success.
Intentional curriculum is content-driven and research-based. It
emphasizes active engagement with children, including attention
to social and emotional skills, and is responsive to cultural diver-
sity and to children from non- English speaking homes.4

Partnership with parents
Naturally, parents and family are the primary influence on a
child’s development. Parents, grandparents, foster parents and
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others who take on parenting roles strongly affect a child’s lan-
guage development, emotional growth, social skills and person-
ality. High quality early childhood programs build on these
relationships by engaging parents as partners in early education,
encouraging them to volunteer in programs, read to their chil-
dren at home, or be involved in curriculum design. Good pro-
gramsmaintain strong communication with parents; learnmore
about the child from the family and work together to meet the
child’s needs. Most studies on parental involvement show a high
correlation between the level of parent involvement and chil-
dren’s educational achievement. Research shows that when par-
ents and other family members take an interest in what children
are learning, provide opportunities to do learning activities at
home, and encourage a child’s learning efforts, it leads to higher
self-confidence and greater vocabulary.5 It appears that the ear-
lier parents are engaged in their children’s learning, the more
likely that pattern will continue.

Begin no later than 3 years old
The roots of the school achievement gap can reach back as early
as infancy, when the physical conditions and stresses of poverty
can take their toll on the child’s developing brain. Poor nutri-
tion, unsafe housing, unstable family situations as well as poor
health and stress related to racism can all have a negative im-
pact on brain development in infancy, continuing into the pre-
school years.6 Research demonstrates that high quality childcare
programs for young children and Early Head Start can be a sig-
nificantly positive tool in mitigating these negative affects.

Focus resources on disadvantaged children
Research consistently shows a sizable achievement gap between
children from economically disadvantaged families and their
classmates frommore affluent families. Poverty puts children at
a disadvantage from the start. Research demonstrates that by age

4, children who live in families with incomes below poverty are
18 months behind what is normal for their age group. By the
time they are 10, that gap is still there, and for children living in
the poorest families, the gap is even larger.7 Young children of
color in Wisconsin are many times more likely to be living in
low-income families.

A study using the U.S. Department of Education’s Early
Childhood Longitudinal Program (ECLS-K) data showed that
although children enrolled in some type of center-based care
performed better on tests of reading and math skills than those
not enrolled, these effects were even larger for children who
lived in poverty, had mothers who did not graduate from high
school or speak English, or were single parents. Another recent
study of children who were able to enroll in a high-quality urban
Head Start program showed they had faster rates of growth in
vocabulary, phonemic awareness, and pre-literacy skills than
those who were waitlisted and unable to enroll. Studies reveal
that without Head Start, the racial achievement gap would likely
be even larger.8 Similarly, an evaluation of the Michigan School
Readiness Program (MSRP) found that kindergartners who had
attendedMSRP scored significantly higher on five out of six do-
mains of the High/Scope Child Observation Record and re-
ceived higher ratings from their teachers than those who did not
have this—or any other—preschool experience.9

Children of color, particularly black and Hispanic children,
inWisconsin are as likely to be enrolled in preschool and kinder-
garten as white non-Hispanic children. However, it is clear that
there is a disparity in the quality of early learning environment
attended by each. According to a study by the University ofWis-
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consin and Columbia University, policies that make univer-
sal preschool available for all three- and four-year-olds in
poverty combined with increasing the quality of those pro-
grams could close the black-white school readiness gap by as
much as 24 percent and the white-Hispanic gap by up to 36
percent.10

Infrastructure to support best practice, evaluation and ac-
countability
Intentional curriculum development, staff education and
training, and retention are all supported by infrastructure
within the early learning community to support best practice
with children. The current T.E.A.C. H Early Childhood
scholarship program and REWARD wage supplement pro-
gram recognize the importance of providing ongoing edu-
cational opportunities for early childhood teachers and
compensating them fairly for their efforts. In addition,
teachers benefit from on-the-job evaluation of their work in
the classroom and the opportunity to learn from their ex-
periences. Research supports the importance of on-site tech-
nical assistance as the most effective way to change teacher
behavior. Research by Joyce and Showers demonstrates that
direct coaching with teachers has by far the most impact in
improving teaching.11

State investments in early childhood

Wisconsin has been a national leader in early care and edu-
cation, ranking high among the states in providing support
for child care subsidies, pre-kindergarten programs, Head
Start and services to children with disabilities. However, a
child’s access to high quality education from birth through
graduation is still determined far too much by the wealth of
the community he or she lives in. Currently, less than half
(about 46 percent) of Wisconsin’s 3- and 4-year-olds are en-
rolled in an early care or education program.While theWis-
consin Shares child care subsidy program, the SAGE
program, and other state investments help to reduce the fi-
nancial disadvantage many children face,Wisconsin needs a
more systematic approach to giving all children a foundation
for success, regardless of family income.

Not only is it important to invest more in children; we
should target a larger share of that investment toward
younger children, reaching them with high quality experi-
ences at the ages at which their brains are developing fastest.
The following chart shows that we have been doing it back-
wards, spendingmore on children as they grow older, instead
of investing in the first five years, when the impact may be
greatest.

Impact on training teachers

Understand Knowledge & Skills Actually Learn Skills Apply Skills in Classroom
Components__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Presentation of Theory 85% 15% 5% - 10%
Modeling 85% 18% 5% - 10%
Practice and Low Risk Feedback 85% 80% 10% - 15%
Coaching feedback peer visits 85% 90% 80% - 90%

Source: Joyce & Showers.

Source: Early Learning Left Out, Voices for America’s Children and the Child and Family Policy Center, 2004
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LongTerm Effects

High-quality childcare settings improve a child's classroom,
social, and thinking skills, language ability, and math skills.
These benefits persist from the preschool years into ele-
mentary school. Children who receive high-quality care also
tend to grow up to become more successful adults. In addi-
tion, children who finish pre-school programs are half as
likely to need special education services in later grades. The
results of standardized testing from the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Public Instruction confirm that students from eco-
nomically disadvantaged families and students of color in
Wisconsin are achieving at rates lower than those of their
non-disadvantaged, white peers. A 2008 study by the Schott
Foundation for Public Education found that the gap in high
school graduation rates between white and black boys in
Wisconsin is the largest disparity in the nation.12 However,
studies such as the Abecedarian Project and the Chicago
Child-Parent Center Longitudinal Study show that children
exposed to a nurturing, stimulating environment in the first
five years of life achieve higher results in elementary and sec-
ondary education. Other studies have found that children

from low-income families who attend high-quality pre-
school programs are more likely to graduate from high
school and attend college and less likely to go to jail, become
teen parents or qualify for welfare.13

‘The childhood years have value not only as a
preparation time for the later accomplishments in
school … they also have value in their own right as
a time of extraordinary growth and change”
—Deborah A. Phillips, Ph.D. Testimony before the
House Committee on Education and the Workforce

We know the answer—so why wait?

The belt tightening in response to the budget crisis the state
now finds itself in only serves to highlight the urgent need to
stop our current downstream approach to serving children.
Studies too numerous to cite here continue to inform us that
what happens to kids in the early years of life sets a founda-
tion for their later growth and learning. High quality early
learning programs for disadvantaged children are among the
most strongly evidence-based approaches to improving
school achievement.14 We know that children of color in our
state are more likely to face barriers to these quality early
learning experiences. High quality childcare is at a premium,
and in many neighborhoods nonexistent. This lack of op-
portunity sets children behind their white classmates from
the first day of kindergarten. However, we can increase the
odds that kids will succeed. The Wisconsin Early Learning
Coalition recommends that the state support establishment
of the Great Start Initiative, which includes quality standards
for strong early learning programs, helping programs meet
those standards, and fiscal incentives for programs that meet
the higher standards.The Coalition also supports expanding
home visiting programs that meet research-based standards
to reach children and families at risk; increasing access to 4-
year-old kindergarten; and helping families pay for high
quality child care through a tax credit tied to use of quality
early childhood programs.
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