Study: Preschool pays off
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Attending preschool allows poor and minority children to shrink the "achievement gap" separating them from white, affluent students, according to a study released Wednesday by University of California researchers. 

The statewide report, issued by the UC Berkeley-based Policy Analysis for California Education research center and the University of California Linguistic Minority Research Institute at UC Santa Barbara, found students of all backgrounds who attend preschool begin kindergarten better-prepared to learn. 

But if the study showed all-around benefits, researchers focused on the achievement gap results. 

When it came to early language skills, for instance, the study found Latino children who attended preschool narrowed the achievement gap separating them from white children by a third of a grade level. 

Critics say there is no evidence these kinds of gains last beyond kindergarten and into the later grades. 

But county schools Superintendent Diane Siri said the report may contain answers for local schools struggling to perform on the state’s high-profile testing regimen. 

	"Many of the schools that are low-performing in our county start off low-performing and never catch up," she said. "I think there’s a convergence right now, a realization that part of the achievement gap is in preschool." 


Advocates of state-funded universal preschool embraced the study as ammunition for their cause. 

That cause took a blow in April when actor Rob Reiner and the California Teachers Association announced they had abandoned plans to place a preschool-for-all measure on the November ballot, citing concerns about competition from other initiatives. 

Since then, the focus has shifted to a bill penned by Assemblyman Darrell Steinberg, D-Sacramento, which lays the groundwork for the program. 

Advocates are backing the legislation, which calls for studies of the cost and implementation of universal preschool. But they say the state should go a step further and commit to financial backing. 

Proponents of universal preschool say the program’s broad scope makes it politically attractive. But Bridges, the lead author on the PACE study, calls for a different approach. 

With limited resources in play, she says, advocates should focus on preschool for the most disadvantaged students. 

Opponents like David Salisbury, director of the Center for Educational Freedom at the libertarian Cato Institute in Washington, D.C., question the efficacy of pouring significant government resources into preschool. 

Salisbury points to studies suggesting preschool graduates make gains in the short term, but not in the long term. Preschool advocates counter with their own studies suggesting lasting results. 

The PACE study tracked a representative sample of 2,314 California kindergartners and found students of all ethnic backgrounds and income levels benefited from attending preschool, with the gains more pronounced among children who started before age 4. 

The study also found white and black children are more likely to attend preschool than Latino or Asian-American kids. 
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