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Interest In Pre-K Soars 
Teachers, Length of School Day Among Key Issues 

Investment in public pre-
kindergarten in recent years has been 
nothing short of phenomenal, with state 
funding for support of pre-kindergarten 
programs rising from $200 million in 
19881 to $2.54 billion by 2003.2  

And there is reason to believe in-
vestment will continue to grow. Few 
states serve more than 20% of their 
four-year-olds and many pre-
kindergarten initiatives are still in the 
early stages of development. 

Pennsylvania only recently joined 
the list of states that offer funding for 
public pre-kindergarten. The Education 
Accountability Block Grant, begun in 
fiscal 2004-2005, offers grants to the 
501 public school districts in the state to 
support research-based programs de-
signed to boost student achievement, 
including pre-kindergarten.  

In 2005, schools invested most of 
the more than $200 million state alloca-
tion on early childhood education, 

spending more than $2 of every $3 to 
support kindergarten, pre-kindergarten, 
and smaller class sizes in grades K-3. 
Most invested in full-day kindergarten.  

Only 40 districts spent their share 
specifically on pre-kindergarten.3 But, 
as national trends suggest, investment in 
these programs is expected to grow in 
school districts across Pennsylvania. 
 As it does, school officials will 
face policy decisions that influence the 
implementation of pre-kindergarten 
programs and the outcomes of the chil-
dren who attend them. Recent studies of 
programs across the nation offer some 
guidance by providing insight into sev-
eral key program characteristics.  
Pre-K Profile Emerges 
 In 2005, policymakers got their 
first comprehensive look at pre-
kindergarten in America with the re-
lease of the National Center for Early 
Development and Learning (NCEDL) 
Multi-State Pre-Kindergarten Study. 
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Small classes improve student 
outcomes, according to the 
most reliable studies. But how 
small is small? Which grades 
benefit most? For answers to 
these and other questions ... 
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A merica’s interest in pre-kindergarten is at an all time 
high. Nearly all states now invest in public pre-

kindergarten programs and investment over the past 10 years has 
surged to historic levels. Yet, a clear and complete picture of public 
pre-kindergarten across the nation remains a work in progress. 

Recent studies, however, provide some insight into the 
characteristics of these programs and how certain features affect the 
quality of a child’s classroom experience. For all of the variation from 
state to state, location of the program, length of the school day, and 
the education of teachers appear to be common issues of importance. 

The study examines data from 240 pro-
grams in Georgia, Illinois, Kentucky, 
Ohio, California, and New York – each of 
which has well-established, large-scale 
public pre-kindergarten initiatives. 

State-funded pre-kindergarten pro-
grams vary in design, organization, and 
staffing. These programs typically serve a 
targeted population, usually children at 
risk of school problems, or a universal 
population. Most state-fund programs 
target at-risk children.  

Recent studies drawn from the 
NCEDL data have examined center-based 
pre-kindergarten programs for 3- and 4-
year-olds that were fully or partially 
funded by state education agencies and 
were operated in schools or in the com-
munity under the direction of state and 
local agencies. Head Start programs were 
included only if the public school district 
was the grantee or delegate.  

Programs in four of the six states 

(Continued on back) 

Pre-K  
In  

America 

 Children, Youth & Families 

  background 
 



    

PRE-KINDERGARTEN CHARACTERISTICS                                                                    background December 2006 

references 
This report is based on the following publications: 

Clifford, R.M., Barbarin, O., Chang, F., Early, D., Bryant, D., Howes, C., Burchinal, 
M., & Pianta, R. (2005). What is pre-kindergarten? Characteristics of public pre-
kindergarten programs. Applied Developmental Science, 9(3), 126-143. 
Pianta, R., Howes, C., Burchinal, M., Bryant, D., Clifford, R.M., Early, D., & Barbarin, 
O., (2005). Features of pre-kindergarten programs, classrooms, and teachers: Do 
they predict observed classroom quality and child-teacher interactions? Applied De-
velopmental Science, 9(3), 144-159.  
References noted in the text follow: 
1 Schulman, K., Blank, H., & Ewen, D. (1999). Seeds of Success: State Pre-kindergarten Initia-
tives, 1998-99. Washington, DC: Children’s Defense Fund. 
2 Barnett, W.S., Hustedt, J.T., Robin, K.B., & Schulman, K.L. (2004). The State of Preschool: 
2004 State Preschool Yearbook. National Institute for Early Education Research: New Bruns-
wick, NY. www.nieer.org/yearbook/pdf/yearbook.pdf 
3 Pennsylvania Department of Education (2006). Allocation chart for 2005-2006 school districts. 
www.pde.state.pa.us/early_childhood/lib/early_childhood/
certain_info_ABG_ECEProgramDetails2005_breakdown_of_funds_kids_prog.xls 
4 Elicker, J., & Mathur, S. (1997). What do they do all day? Comprehensive evaluation of a full 
school day kindergarten. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 12, 459-480. 

were targeted toward children consid-
ered at risk for academic problems. 
These children typically scored below 
age norms on the Peabody Picture Test, 
Oral & Written Language Scale and 
Woodcock-Johnson III tests. Overall, 
the teacher-child ratio was favorable. 
Average enrollment was less than 18 
children in a class with about eight chil-
dren enrolled per adult in the classroom. 

Studies identify three key issues 
that influence implementation and out-
comes: location of the program, length 
of school day, and teacher education. 
A Question Of Location 
 Whether to house pre-kindergarten 
programs in public schools, community 
centers, or a combination of both is a 
basic policy decision. A key question is 
whether there are significant differences 
related to the setting.  

Key differences in teacher charac-
teristics were found to be related to set-
tings. About 81% of the pre-
kindergarten teachers in public schools 
held a bachelor’s degree or higher and 
only 8% did not have a college degree. 
Among pre-kindergarten teachers in 
non-public school settings, 57% had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher and 24% 
had no college degree. Teachers in pub-
lic school settings were also paid sig-
nificantly more than those who taught in 
non-public school programs. Program 
setting was not found to be related to 
the characteristics of the children served 
or classrooms.  
Time Spent In Class 

Few studies compare full-day and 
part-day pre-kindergarten programs. 
However, studies of kindergarten pro-
grams suggest that the length of day 
matters. For example, children in full-
day kindergarten are more likely to be 
offered a richer menu of activities, in-
cluding dramatic play, science, art, mu-
sic, and social studies, compared to 

(Continued from front) peers in part-day programs.4  
 In studies based on the NCEDL 
data, more than half of the public pre-
kindergarten programs were open for 
fewer than 15 hours a week. A program 
is considered full-day if it is open 20 or 
more hours a week.  
 Differences in curriculum were 
noted. Full-day teachers were more 
likely to use High/Scope curricula, while 
part-day teachers tended to use state- or 
locally-developed curricula or — in 7% 
of programs — no curriculum at all.  
Teacher Characteristics 

The education level required to 
teach pre-kindergarten varies widely 
across states. Minimum requirements 
typically range from a child development 
associate certificate to a bachelor’s de-
gree. Some states require that a teacher’s 
2- or 4-year degree be in early childhood 
education or child development. 

In studies based on the NCEDL 
data, 70% of the lead teachers of the 
programs in the six states had at least a 

bachelor’s degree and nearly 30% had a 
master’s degree. Those without a formal 
degree beyond a high school diploma 
accounted for 16% of the teachers.   
 Significant differences were found 
among public pre-kindergarten class-
rooms taught by teachers with bache-
lor’s degrees and classrooms taught by 
teachers without a degree. Teachers 
who did not have a bachelor’s degree 
were teaching significantly more chil-
dren – and a higher proportion of chil-
dren – from low-income backgrounds 
than teachers who held bachelor’s de-
grees. Those with bachelor’s degrees 
were more likely to teach children who 
entered the pre-kindergarten program 
with higher skills, such as children with 
higher tests scores for receptive vocabu-
lary and expressive vocabulary.  

In other words, the children most 
in need of high-quality learning experi-
ences were more likely to be taught by 
the teachers with lower qualifications. 
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