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Berkeley City Council

CONSENT CALENDAR
February 25, 2014
To:

Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council

From:

Councilmember Arreguin

Subject:

Senate Bill 837: Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2014

RECOMMENDATION:
Adopt a Resolution in support of Senate Bill (SB) 837, authored by Senate Pro Tem
Darrell Steinberg, the Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2014, which expands existing prekindergarten programs in the state so that all four-year-olds in California may attend
preschool for free.
BACKGROUND:
The social and academic benefits of attending preschool are well-documented and
incredibly impactful. According to The National Institute for Early Education Research
(NIEER), “many children do not arrive at school with the skills they need” and “a large
majority of kindergarten teachers believe that their students would be better prepared
for school if they participated in prekindergarten.” A great many students have shown
that preschool programs show benefits “that carry over into the first years of school and
even well into adulthood. These benefits include both (a) increased academic
achievement and (b) school success and improvements in social-emotional
development behavior and conduct.”
The New York Times points out that early childhood initiatives like preschool “are the
best way to chip away at inequality and reduce the toll of crime, drugs and educational
failure.”
Following these findings, Senate Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg and nine other state
senators, including Senator Loni Hancock, have introduced the Kindergarten Readiness
Act of 2014 in an effort to make preschool accessible to every child in California. The
act proposes expanding existing pre-kindergarten programs in the state so that all fouryear-olds in California may attend preschool for free.
Currently, the state funds preschool (called ‘transitional kindergarten’) to four-year-olds
whose birthdays are toward the end of the year and cannot quite yet begin kindergarten.
The Kindergarten Readiness Act would expand this program so that it is available to all
four-year-olds.
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SB 837 does not make preschool attendance compulsory. Instead, this proposed bill
would make preschool feasible for all families who would like to avail themselves of the
educational, social, and developmental empowerment that can come from enrolling
young children in a preschool program. The proposed program would cost an estimated
$1 billion over the course of a five-year phase-in plan.
Adopting this resolution in support of SB 837, and sending a copy of the adopted
resolution to local elected representatives, would affirm Berkeley’s commitment to
bettering the future of every child in our city.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS:
None.
CONTACT PERSON:
Jesse Arreguin, Councilmember, District 4

(510) 981-7140

Attachments:
1. Resolution
2. Senate Bill 837
3. New York Times opinion piece, “Oklahoma! Where The Kids Learn Early.”

RESOLUTION NO. XXXX
SUPPORTING SENATE BILL 837, WHICH EXPANDS EXISTING PREKINDERGARTEN PROGRAMS IN THE STATE SO THAT ALL FOUR-YEAR-OLDS IN
CALIFORNIA MAY ATTEND PRESCHOOL FOR FREE
WHEREAS, the City of Berkeley recognizes the importance of early childhood
education and has repeatedly sought to make early childhood development a priority in
the City; and
WHEREAS, closing the achievement gap however possible must be made a strong
focus and priority for Berkeley, as well as the State; and
WHEREAS, research shows that enrollment in pre-kindergarten programs helps to
better prepare young children for school, helps to develop social skills, and significantly
decreases taxpayer costs for administration of criminal justice; and
WHEREAS, State Senator Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg, State Senator Loni Hancock, and
a number of other legislators have introduced Senate Bill 837 (the ‘Kindergarten
Readiness Act of 2014’) in an effort to expand existing preschool programs to transition
a greater number of young children into the educational system; and
WHEREAS, an expanded statewide preschool program would allow more children in
Berkeley to flourish and gain valuable skills prior to entering kindergarten, and help
accomplish our 2020 goals of improving the outcomes of all Berkeley children and
eliminating the achievement gap.
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the Council of the City of Berkeley that the
City of Berkeley does hereby support Senate Bill 837 the Kindergarten Readiness Act of
2014.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that copies of this Resolution be sent to Governor Jerry
Brown, Senate President Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg, Senator Loni Hancock, Assembly
Speaker John A. Perez, and Assemblymember Nancy Skinner.

Attachment 2

SENATE BILL

No. 837

Introduced by Senators Steinberg, Beall, Block, DeSaulnier,
Hancock, Hill, Lara, Leno, Liu, and Wolk
(Coauthor: Assembly Member Bonta)
January 6, 2014

An act to amend Sections 46300 and 48000 of, and to add Article
1.5 (commencing with Section 48005.10) to Chapter 1 of Part 27 of
Division 4 of Title 2 of, the Education Code, relating to transitional
kindergarten.
legislative counsel’s digest

SB 837, as introduced, Steinberg. Schools: transitional kindergarten.
Existing law authorizes a school district or charter school to maintain
a transitional kindergarten program, and, as a condition of receipt of
apportionments for pupils in a transitional kindergarten program,
requires the school district or charter school to comply with specified
minimum age requirements for pupils participating in the transitional
kindergarten program. Existing law also specifies that a transitional
kindergarten program shall not be construed as a new program or higher
level of service.
This bill, the Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2014, would instead
require each school district or charter school that offers kindergarten
to offer transitional kindergarten, and would require a child that meets
specified minimum age requirements to be admitted to transitional
kindergarten. The bill would authorize the average daily attendance of
a school district to include the average daily attendance of pupils
enrolled in transitional kindergarten and would require transitional
kindergarten to receive a per pupil base grant for apportionment
purposes, as specified. The bill would require transitional kindergarten
to be taught by teachers and associate teachers who meet certain
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requirements, and would require transitional kindergarten to include
specified elements that promote integration and alignment with the
early learning and child care system and the elementary education
system. The bill would require a school district or charter school offering
transitional kindergarten to provide public notice of the availability of
transitional kindergarten and to administer transitional kindergarten, as
specified. The bill would authorize a school district or charter school
administering transitional kindergarten to contract with a public local
agency or private local provider, or both, to participate in the delivery
of transitional kindergarten. The bill would require a private local
provider participating in the delivery of transitional kindergarten to be
considered a public school employer, as defined, for certain purposes.
By requiring school districts and charter schools that offer kindergarten
to offer transitional kindergarten, the bill would impose a state-mandated
local program.
The California Constitution requires the state to reimburse local
agencies and school districts for certain costs mandated by the state.
Statutory provisions establish procedures for making that reimbursement.
This bill would provide that, if the Commission on State Mandates
determines that the bill contains costs mandated by the state,
reimbursement for those costs shall be made pursuant to these statutory
provisions.
Vote: majority. Appropriation: no. Fiscal committee: yes.
State-mandated local program: yes.
The people of the State of California do enact as follows:
line 1
SECTION 1. This act shall be known and may be cited as the
line 2 Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2014.
line 3
SEC. 2. (a) The Legislature finds and declare all of the
line 4 following:
line 5
(1) Recent reforms such as implementation of the common core
line 6 state standards and the local control funding formula establish
line 7 increased quality and greater equity in California’s public education
line 8 system.
line 9
(2) However, these reforms do not address the reality that an
line 10 achievement gap among children is present well before children
line 11 first step through the kindergarten classroom door.
line 12
(3) Recent research shows that by the age of two, low-income
line 13 children are six months behind in language development relative
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to their higher income peers, and that by age five, low-income
children are more than two years behind their higher income peers
in language development.
(4) Research also shows that California children with the largest
gaps in school readiness and achievement are the least likely to
participate in any preschool and the least likely to attend
high-quality preschool programs.
(5) Only half of California’s low-income preschoolers benefit
from existing state preschool programs or federal Head Start
programs, and only one-quarter of all children are provided with
transitional kindergarten.
(6) Children who do not read proficiently by the end of third
grade are four times less likely to graduate from high school on
time.
(7) Only 48% of California’s third graders tests proficient or
better in English language arts.
(8) Nationally, more than 100 studies have shown that
high-quality preschool significantly improves a child’s school
readiness and school performance.
(9) Numerous longitudinal studies have shown that high-quality
transitional kindergarten programs decrease grade retention and
special education placements and increase high school graduation
rates, college enrollment rates, and earnings in adulthood.
High-quality transitional kindergarten programs also decrease
taxpayer costs on criminal justice and welfare.
(10) If California were to invest in high-quality preschool
programs, the savings in the prison system alone are estimated to
reach $1.1 billion per year due to reducing the prison population
by 13,000 prisoners.
(b) It is the intent of the Legislature in enacting the Kindergarten
Readiness Act of 2014 to accomplish all of the following:
(1) Make early childhood education in California a rational and
efficient system so that all of California’s four-year-old children
have access to a voluntary, high-quality transitional kindergarten
program one year before enrolling in kindergarten.
(2) More strategically use existing state and federal funds to
provide full-day, developmentally appropriate services for
four-year-old children from low-income families, and provide
high-quality early learning and care to those children who need it
the most.
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(3) Ensure that children are four years of age by September 1
in order to attend transitional kindergarten in that academic year.
(4) Ensure that parents and guardians receive timely information
from local educational agencies about the new age requirements
for enrollment in transitional kindergarten that are implemented
pursuant to this act.
SEC. 3. Section 46300 of the Education Code is amended to
read:
46300. (a) In computing average daily attendance of a school
district or county office of education, there shall be included the
attendance of pupils while engaged in educational activities
required of those pupils and under the immediate supervision and
control of an employee of the school district or county office of
education who possessed a valid certification document, registered
as required by law.
(b) (1) For purposes of a work experience education program
in a secondary school that meets the standards of the California
State Plan for Career Technical Education, “immediate
supervision,” in the context of off-campus work training stations,
means pupil participation in on-the-job training as outlined under
a training agreement, coordinated by the school district under a
state-approved plan, wherein the employer and certificated school
personnel share the responsibility for on-the-job supervision.
(2) The pupil-teacher ratio in a work experience program shall
not exceed 125 pupils per full-time equivalent certificated teacher
coordinator. This ratio may be waived by the state board pursuant
to Article 3 (commencing with Section 33050) of Chapter 1 of
Part 20 of Division 2 under criteria developed by the state board.
(3) A pupil enrolled in a work experience program shall not be
credited with more than one day of attendance per calendar day,
and shall be a full-time pupil enrolled in regular classes that meet
the requirements of Section 46141 or 46144.
(c) (1) For purposes of the rehabilitative schools, classes, or
programs described in Section 48917 that require immediate
supervision, “immediate supervision” means that the person to
whom the pupil is required to report for training, counseling,
tutoring, or other prescribed activity shares the responsibility for
the supervision of the pupils in the rehabilitative activities with
certificated personnel of the school district.

99

—5—

line 1
line 2
line 3
line 4
line 5
line 6
line 7
line 8
line 9
line 10
line 11
line 12
line 13
line 14
line 15
line 16
line 17
line 18
line 19
line 20
line 21
line 22
line 23
line 24
line 25
line 26
line 27
line 28
line 29
line 30
line 31
line 32
line 33
line 34
line 35
line 36
line 37
line 38
line 39
line 40

SB 837

(2) A pupil enrolled in a rehabilitative school, class, or program
shall not be credited with more than one day of attendance per
calendar day.
(d) (1) For purposes of computing the average daily attendance
of pupils engaged in the educational activities required of high
school pupils who are also enrolled in a regional occupational
center or regional occupational program, the school district shall
receive proportional average daily attendance credit for those
educational activities that are less than the minimum schoolday,
pursuant to regulations adopted by the state board; however, none
of that attendance shall be counted for purposes of computing
attendance pursuant to Section 52324.
(2) A school district shall not receive proportional average daily
attendance credit pursuant to this subdivision for a pupil in
attendance for less than 145 minutes each day.
(3) The divisor for computing proportional average daily
attendance pursuant to this subdivision is 240, except that, in the
case of a pupil excused from physical education classes pursuant
to Section 52316, the divisor is 180.
(4) Notwithstanding any other provision of law, travel time of
pupils to attend a regional occupational center or regional
occupational program shall not be used in any manner in the
computation of average daily attendance.
(e) (1) In computing the average daily attendance of a school
district, there shall also be included the attendance of pupils
participating in independent study conducted pursuant to Article
5.5 (commencing with Section 51745) of Chapter 5 of Part 28 for
five or more consecutive schooldays.
(2) A pupil participating in independent study shall not be
credited with more than one day of attendance per calendar day.
(f) For purposes of cooperative career technical education
programs and community classrooms described in Section 52372.1,
“immediate supervision” means pupil participation in paid and
unpaid on-the-job experiences, as outlined under a training
agreement and individualized training plans wherein the supervisor
of the training site and certificated school personnel share the
responsibility for the supervision of on-the-job experiences.
(g) (1) In computing the average daily attendance of a school
district, there shall be included the attendance of pupils in
kindergarten after they have completed one school year in
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kindergarten or pupils in a transitional kindergarten program after
they have completed one year in that program if one of the
following conditions is met: transitional kindergarten and
kindergarten.
(A) The school district has on file for each of those pupils an
agreement made pursuant to Section 48011, approved in form and
content by the department and signed by the pupil’s parent or
guardian, that the pupil may continue in kindergarten for not more
than one additional school year.
(B) The pupils participated in a transitional kindergarten
program pursuant to subdivision (c) of Section 48000.
(2) A school district may not include for apportionment purposes
the attendance of any pupil for more than two years in kindergarten
or for more than two years in a combination of transitional
kindergarten and kindergarten.
(3) For purposes of transitional kindergarten operated by a
private local provider pursuant to paragraph (2) of subdivision
(a) of Section 48005.20, “immediate supervision” means being
under the immediate supervision of an employee of the private
local provider who satisfies the requirements of Section 48005.35.
SEC. 4. Section 48000 of the Education Code is amended to
read:
48000. (a) A child shall be admitted to a kindergarten
maintained by the school district at the beginning of a school year,
or at a later time in the same year, if the child will have his or her
fifth birthday on or before one of the following dates:
(1) December 2 of the 2011–12 school year.
(2) November 1 of the 2012–13 school year.
(3) October 1 of the 2013–14 school year.
(4) September 1 of the 2014–15 school year and each school
year thereafter.
(b) A child shall be admitted to a transitional kindergarten
maintained by the school district at the beginning of a school year,
or at a later time in the same year, if the child will have his or her
fifth birthday between the following dates:
(1) September 2, 2015, to February 1, 2016, inclusive, for the
2015–16 school year.
(2) September 2, 2016, to April 1, 2017, inclusive, for the
2016–17 school year.
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(3) September 2, 2017, to June 1, 2018, inclusive, for the
2017–18 school year.
(4) September 2, 2018, to August 2, 2019, inclusive, for the
2018–19 school year.
(c) A child shall be admitted to a transitional kindergarten
maintained by the school district at the beginning of a school year,
or at a later time in the same year, if the child will have his or her
fourth birthday on or before September 1 of the 2019–20 school
year and each school year thereafter.
(b)
(d) The governing board of a school district maintaining one or
more kindergartens may, on a case-by-case basis, admit to a
kindergarten a child having attained the age of five years at any
time during the school year with the approval of the parent or
guardian, subject to the following conditions:
(1) The governing board of the school district determines that
the admittance is in the best interests of the child.
(2) The parent or guardian is given information regarding the
advantages and disadvantages and any other explanatory
information about the effect of this early admittance.
(c) As a condition of receipt of apportionment for pupils in a
transitional kindergarten program pursuant to subdivision (g) of
Section 46300, a school district or charter school shall ensure the
following:
(1) In the 2012–13 school year, a child who will have his or her
fifth birthday between November 2 and December 2 shall be
admitted to a transitional kindergarten program maintained by the
school district.
(2) In the 2013–14 school year, a child who will have his or her
fifth birthday between October 2 and December 2 shall be admitted
to a transitional kindergarten program maintained by the school
district.
(3) In the 2014–15 school year and each school year thereafter,
a child who will have his or her fifth birthday between September
2 and December 2 shall be admitted to a transitional kindergarten
program maintained by the school district.
(d)
(e) For purposes of this section, “transitional kindergarten”
means the first year of a two-year kindergarten program that uses
a modified kindergarten curriculum that is age and developmentally
99
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appropriate. a school-year long kindergarten readiness grade level
that is age and developmentally appropriate for a child who will
be four years old before September 1 of the year in which he or
she enrolls in transitional kindergarten.
(e) A transitional kindergarten shall not be construed as a new
program or higher level of service.
SEC. 5. Article 1.5 (commencing with Section 48005.10) is
added to Chapter 1 of Part 27 of Division 4 of Title 2 of the
Education Code, to read:
Article 1.5. Kindergarten Readiness Act of 2014
48005.10. Transitional kindergarten is hereby established to
do all of the following:
(a) Support all children in developing the skills necessary for
success in school and life. These skills shall include, but are not
limited to, all of the following:
(1) Cognitive skills such as language, early literacy, and
numeracy.
(2) Social-emotional skills such as perseverance, self-control,
self-esteem, motivation, and conscientiousness.
(3) Physical skills such as gross and fine motor development,
and healthy eating habits.
(b) Be age and developmentally appropriate.
(c) Build on high-quality early learning and child care programs,
including federal Head Start programs, to sustain the gains that
children achieve attending those programs.
48005.15. (a) A school district or charter school that offers
kindergarten shall make transitional kindergarten available to all
eligible children and shall allow, to the greatest extent possible, a
parent of an eligible child to choose the transitional kindergarten
that the eligible child attends.
(b) On or before July 1, 2015, each county superintendent of
schools shall conduct a review of the level of access to transitional
kindergarten, state preschool, and Head Start provided to eligible
children within the county. The review shall include, but is not
limited to, a description of the plans of the school districts and
charter schools in the county that offer kindergarten, to make
transitional kindergarten available to all eligible children by the
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2019–20 school year. The county superintendent of schools shall
post the results of the review on its Internet Web site.
(c) To encourage the efficient use of existing facilities,
transitional kindergarten may be operated using available classroom
space at a public schoolsite meeting kindergarten classroom
requirements, or at any public or private facility that has a child
care license for age-eligible children, as defined in Division 12 of
Title 22 of the California Code of Regulations.
(d) Federal funding for preschool programs, and state funding
annually appropriated in the Budget Act for the support of state
preschool programs, shall be used to provide services for eligible
three-, four-, and five-year-old children, including augmenting
transitional kindergarten to provide full-day learning and child
care services for participants.
(e) Transitional kindergarten funds shall supplement, and not
supplant, federal and state funding for existing child care and
development programs.
48005.20. (a) A school district or charter school offering
transitional kindergarten shall do both of the following:
(1) Provide public notice of the availability of transitional
kindergarten using a variety of strategies to reach and inform
families living in areas of poverty or high linguistic diversity,
including, but not limited to, providing information through
schoolsite councils, school advisory groups, community
organizations, and parent meetings.
(2) Administer the program for participating children. A school
district or charter school administering transitional kindergarten
may contract with a public local agency, including, but not limited
to, a county office of education, or a private local provider, or both,
to participate in the delivery of transitional kindergarten consistent
with the statutory requirements of transitional kindergarten.
(b) (1) It is the intent of the Legislature that a school district or
charter school offering transitional kindergarten provide
high-quality professional development aligned to transitional
kindergarten standards adopted by the state board and designed to
improve child learning and development. It is further the intent of
the Legislature that professional development for transitional
kindergarten teachers and associate teachers supports both of the
following:
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(A) Teacher-child interactions that promote child engagement
and learning.
(B) The use of child-level and class-level data to inform
instructional strategies.
(2) Professional development for transitional kindergarten
teachers and associate teachers shall be aligned with the
professional development provided to teachers and administrative
staff in kindergarten and grades 1 to 3, inclusive.
48005.25. Transitional kindergarten shall include all of the
following elements to promote integration and alignment with the
early learning and child care system and the elementary education
system:
(a) Until statewide transitional kindergarten standards are
adopted, use of the research-based age and developmentally
appropriate preschool learning foundations of the department for
all eight early childhood domains and the kindergarten education
content standards that are aligned with elementary education
standards.
(b) Use and implementation of curriculum frameworks,
instructional materials, and diagnostic assessment tools that are
aligned with the California Preschool Learning Foundations and
the kindergarten education content standards.
(c) Inclusion in the single school plan for pupil achievement
and the local control and accountability plan.
(d) Participation in the California Longitudinal Pupil
Achievement Data System and the California School Information
Services.
(e) Coordination with other providers of services to young
children, including, but not limited to, providers of health
insurance, health services, including mental and behavioral health,
developmental screening and assessment, parent literacy and
education, and social services, especially through systems of care
provided by First 5 California programs, preschool, and school
health services and clinics.
(f) Coordination of services with full-day, full-year early
learning and child care programs.
48005.30. (a) On or before July 1, 2015, the Superintendent
shall develop, and the state board shall adopt, the regulations
necessary to implement this article and transitional kindergarten
and shall incorporate existing regulations and guidelines, as
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appropriate. The state board may adopt emergency regulations for
purposes of this subdivision, and the adoption of emergency
regulations by the state board pursuant to this subdivision shall be
deemed necessary for the immediate preservation of the public
peace, health and safety, or general welfare.
(b) On or before July 1, 2016, the Superintendent shall develop,
and the state board shall adopt, transitional kindergarten standards,
curriculum frameworks, and instructional materials that include,
but are not limited to, social-emotional development, English
language arts, English language development, mathematics, and
science, that are based on the California Preschool Learning
Foundations and aligned to kindergarten education content
standards.
(c) On or before January 31, 2017, the state board shall revise
the local control and accountability plan template, adopted pursuant
to Section 52064, to include any changes necessary to reflect the
provision of high-quality transitional kindergarten to all eligible
children.
48005.35. (a) On or before July 1, 2015, all transitional
kindergarten classes shall be taught by a teacher who holds, at a
minimum, an associate degree, and has a professional development
plan that provides for a baccalaureate degree with at least 24 units
in early childhood education and a teaching credential by July 1,
2019.
(b) On or before July 1, 2019, all transitional kindergarten
classes shall be taught by a teacher who holds a baccalaureate
degree with at least 24 units in early childhood education and a
teaching credential.
(c) On or before July 1, 2015, all transitional kindergarten
associate teachers shall have, at a minimum, 24 units in early
childhood education, and a professional development plan that
provides for an associate degree by July 1, 2019.
(d) On or before July 1, 2019, all transitional kindergarten
associate teachers shall have an associate degree with at least 24
units in early childhood education.
(e) Commencing with the 2015–16 school year, for purposes
of compensation, including salary and benefits, transitional
kindergarten teachers and associate teachers shall provide two
part-day sessions per day in order to be considered full-time
employees.
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(f) On or before July 1, 2015, the Superintendent, in
collaboration with the Commission on Teacher Credentialing, the
public postsecondary education system, including the California
Community Colleges, and private postsecondary institutions, shall
establish a workforce development plan for transitional
kindergarten teachers and associate teachers that provides for
adequate opportunities for existing early childhood educators to
obtain the necessary transitional kindergarten qualifications by
July 1, 2019.
(g) Commencing with the 2015–16 school year, transitional
kindergarten shall be taught by at least one teacher and one
associate teacher, and class size shall be limited to no more than
20 children.
48005.40. (a) Transitional kindergarten shall be eligible for
school facilities funding.
(b) Funds made available to public schools for joint use facilities
may be used for transitional kindergarten.
(c) Public local agencies or private local providers, or both,
participating in the delivery of transitional kindergarten are
encouraged to seek shared use agreements with a broad array of
public and private entities.
48005.45. Commencing with the 2015–16 school year,
transitional kindergarten shall receive a per pupil base grant per
unit of average daily attendance equal to two-thirds of the annual
per pupil base grant provided for in subparagraph (A) of paragraph
(1) of subdivision (d) of Section 42238.02, as adjusted for inflation
pursuant to paragraph (2) of subdivision (d) of Section 42238.02,
plus an additional adjustment of 10.4 percent, and a supplemental
grant add-on, as computed pursuant to subdivision (e) of Section
42238.02.
48005.50. For purposes of establishing collective bargaining
rights for employees of a private local provider of transitional
kindergarten pursuant to the terms of an agreement with the
administering school district or charter school, as a condition of
the receipt of funds, the private local provider shall be considered
a public school employer, as defined in subdivision (k) of Section
3540.1 of the Government Code, and Chapter 10.7 (commencing
with Section 3540) of Division 4 of Title 1 of the Government
Code, shall apply to the private local provider.
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SEC. 6. If the Commission on State Mandates determines that
this act contains costs mandated by the state, reimbursement to
local agencies and school districts for those costs shall be made
pursuant to Part 7 (commencing with Section 17500) of Division
4 of Title 2 of the Government Code.
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But these two girls, thriving in a preschool, may break that
cycle. Their stepgreat-grandmother, Patricia Ann Gaines, is
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to read to them frequently, and she is determined to see
them reach the middle class.
“I want them to go to college, be trouble-free, have no
problem with incarceration,” she said.
Research suggests that high-poverty parents, some of them
stressed-out kids themselves, don’t always “attach” to their
children or read or speak to them frequently. One wellknown study found that a child of professionals hears 30
million more words by the age of 4 than a child on welfare.
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So the idea is that even the poorest child in Oklahoma
should have access to the kind of nurturing that is routine
in middle-class homes. That way, impoverished children
don’t begin elementary school far behind the starting line —
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and then give up.
President Obama called in his State of the Union address this year for a nationwide early
education program like this, for mountains of research suggests that early childhood
initiatives are the best way to chip away at inequality and reduce the toll of crime, drugs
and educational failure. Repeated studies suggest that these programs pay for themselves:
build preschools now, or prisons later.
Because Obama proposed this initiative, Republicans in Washington are leery. They don’t
want some fuzzy new social program, nor are they inclined to build a legacy for Obama.
Y et national polling suggests that a majority of Republicans favor early-education
initiatives, so I’d suggest that Obama call for nationwide adoption of “The Oklahoma
Project” and that Republicans seize ownership of this issue as well.
It’s promising that here in Oklahoma, early education isn’t seen as a Republican or
Democratic initiative. It is simply considered an experiment that works. After all, why
should we squander human capacity and perpetuate social problems as happens when we
don’t reach these kids in time?
“This isn’t a liberal issue,” said Skip Steele, a Republican who is a Tulsa City Council
member and strong supporter of early education. “This is investing in our kids, in our
future. It’s a no-brainer.”
Teachers, administrators and outside evaluators agree that students who go through the
preschool program end up about half a year ahead of where they would be otherwise.
“We’ve seen a huge change in terms of not only academically the preparation they have
walking into kindergarten, but also socially,” said Kirt Hartzler, the superintendent of
Union Public Schools in Tulsa. “It’s a huge jump-start for kids.”
Oklahoma began a pilot prekindergarten program in 1980, and, in 1998, it passed a law
providing for free access to prekindergarten for all 4-year-olds. Families don’t have to send
their children, but three-quarters of them attend.
In addition, Oklahoma provides more limited support for needy children 3 and under.
Oklahoma has more preschools known as Educare schools, which focus on poor children
beginning in their first year, than any other state.
Oklahoma also supports home visits so that social workers can coach stressed-out single
moms (or occasionally dads) on the importance of reading to children and chatting with
them constantly. The social workers also drop off books; otherwise, there may not be a
single children’s book in the house.
The Oklahoma initiative is partly a reflection of the influence of George B. Kaiser, a Tulsa
billionaire who searched for charitable causes with the same rigor as if he were looking at
financial investments. He decided on early education as having the highest return, partly
www.nytimes.com/2013/11/10/opinion/sunday/kristof-oklahoma-where-the-kids-learn-early.html?_r=0
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because neuroscience shows the impact of early interventions on the developing brain and
partly because careful studies have documented enormous gains from early education.
So Kaiser began investing in early interventions in Oklahoma and advocating for them,
and, because of his prominence and business credentials, people listened to the evidence he
cited. He also argues, as a moral issue, that all children should gain fairer access to the
starting line.
“Maybe the reason that rich, smart parents had rich, smart children wasn’t genetics,”
Kaiser told me, “but that those rich, smart parents also held their kids, read to them, spent
a lot of time with them.”
I tagged along as a social worker from Educare visited Whitney Pingleton, 27, a single
mom raising three small children. They read to the youngest and talked about how to
integrate literacy into daily life. When you see a stop sign, the social worker suggested,
point to the letters, sound them out and show how they spell “stop.”
Some of the most careful analysis of the Oklahoma results comes from a team at
Georgetown University led by William T. Gormley Jr. and published in peer-reviewed
journals. The researchers find sharp gains in prereading, prewriting and prearithmetic
skills, as well as improvements in social skills. Some experts think that gains in the ability
to self-regulate and work with others are even more important than the educational gains
— and certainly make for less disruptive classes. Gormley estimates that the benefits of
Oklahoma’s program will outweigh the costs by at least a ratio of 3 to 1.
So how about it, America?
Can we embrace “The Oklahoma Project” — not because it’s liberal or conservative, but
because it’s what is best for our kids and our country?
I invite you to comment on this column on my blog, On the Ground. Please also join me
on Facebook and Google+, watch my YouTube videos and follow me on Twitter.
A version of this op-ed appears in print on November 10, 2013, on page SR1 of the New York edition w ith the headline:
Oklahoma! Where the Kids Learn Early.
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