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PRE-K IS A GOOD INVESTMENT FOR ARKANSAS

The importance of pre-K rises as the number of children living in poverty goes up. In Arkansas that is 29 percent of
our children. Nationally it’s 23 percent. Pre-K enables those low-income children, who make up nearly a third of our future
workforce, to start school on grade level with their peers.

It’s good for the workforce of tomorrow. Pre-K teaches kids soft skills — like character, communication, and social skills — that
will make them more successful in school and at their future jobs. These are skills employers demand, so investing in pre-K meets
these critical workforce needs.

It’s good for the workforce right now. Pre-K programs, both public and private, provide employment opportunities in Arkansas
towns. Quality pre-K enables parents to go to work by giving them a safe place to take their kids. In addition to serving as
employers, these programs contribute to the local economy by purchasing goods and services from other businesses. The amount
of research supporting these claims is considerable.

It reduces government costs. Long-term studies show pre-K not only reduces crime, but cuts costs of incarceration, police

protection, and courts. Pre-K leads to higher graduation rates. That leads to increases in income tax revenue and reduces the
chances these children will end up in social programs such as welfare or SNAP
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RATE OF RETURN

Preschool saves K-12 public schools money. It reduces
special education costs and grade retention. It also improves
classroom productivity. Cost savings to the school district
come close to covering the cost of providing preschool
without regard to other social costs avoided.! Much of
this research is further supported by recent developments
related to toxic stress and its impact on child development
for low-income children.?

Much of the rate-of-return is based on cost avoidance.
The Washington State Public Policy Institute completed
a meta-analysis of hundreds of studies focusing on this
aspect of the value of pre-K.> Other cost savings result
from better health and nutrition and lower crime rates.
There are numerous long-term studies demonstrating the
impact of preschool on children from low-income homes.
These benefits last into adulthood.

The Perry Preschool Program,* the Abecedarian Project,
and the Chicago Child-Parent Centers® were all part of
in-depth, long-term studies that included cost-benefit
analyses. They showed annual rates of return, adjusted
for inflation, from seven percent to 20 percent. These
studies are important because they are long-term, tracking
students into adulthood.

The Perry Preschool study and the Abecedarian project
studies showed pre-K reduces the likelihood of kids to
end up in the juvenile justice system. Reduced crime led
to reduced costs for incarceration, police protection, and
court costs. Pre-K leads to higher graduation rates. That
leads to increases in income tax revenue and reduces the
chances these children will end up in social programs such
as welfare or SNAP,

SOFT SKILLS FOR EMPLOYMENT

Pre-K reduces costs for future employers because students
gain soft skills as part of their pre-K programs. These
skills include developing character and learning social
skills that employers need.” In pre-K, kids learn how to
resolve conflicts, how to negotiate, and how to talk things
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PRE-K LEADS TO HIGHER
GRADUATION RATES. THAT
LEADS TO INCREASES IN
INCOME TAX REVENUE AND

REDUCES THE CHANCES THESE
CHILDREN WILL END UP IN
SOCIAL PROGRAMS SUCH AS
WELFARE OR SNAP.

out. Researchers Duckworth® and Tough® emphasize
the traits that enable children to succeed even when
they are surrounded by dysfunctional and chaotic home
environments. These traits are persistence, self-control, and
sometimes grit. This is something many charter schools
focus on in their pre-K programs including KIPP Delta.

BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

It makes economic sense that we should invest in
children’s learning at the time when brain development is
at its highest. The Harvard child study shows that brain
connections related to higher cognitive function peak after
a child’s first birthday but well before kindergarten.
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James Heckman is a Nobel Laureate in Economics and the
Henry Schultz Distinguished Professor of Economics at the
University of Chicago. He identifies the dwindling return
on education and training investments as students move
from infancy to post-secondary training. Unfortunately,
we are spending the most money long after learning time
peaks. Lesson: we should invest early.
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EMPLOYMENT

Pre-K programs are a piece of the Arkansas economy.
Preschools hire people. They provide care so parents can
work. We want parents from low-income families to work
so that they rely less on social programs like welfare and
SNAP. Pre-K centers contribute directly to the economy
by purchasing supplies and services. The centers are
consumers for other sectors of the Arkansas economy,
purchasing food, electricity, electronics, books, toys, and
other goods.

REFUTING ARGUMENTS AGAINST PRE-K

Some recent criticisms of the longitudinal impacts of pre-k
have garnered a bit of press attention. Here are the facts:

*  Early childhood education can have large and
lasting impacts.

e  Even when test score gains diminish over time
(and this finding is in no way universal), earnings
increase. Children who attended pre-k have
higher earnings as adults, often by large and
lasting percentages.™

. We should continue to invest in robust, high-
quality early childhood education programs. The
best bang for our buck is in ensuring that our
state’s pre-k programs meet demand and exceed
quality standards.™
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PRE-K IN ARKANSAS

Research on the state pre-K program, Arkansas Better
Chance, has been favorable and consistent with findings in
long-term research. However, we do not have a sufficient
history yet to assess the long-term adult outcomes that were
available for other studies. Studies have been conducted
by both the Arkansas Research Center’* and NIEER.'
The ForwARd Arkansas, “State of Education in Arkansas
2015 Report Summary” notes that “Pre-K helps children,
especially low-income, build skills for kindergarten and
beyond.”*s

The Office of Education Policy at the University of
Arkansas called for more pre-K research and had this to say:
“From our review of the research, we believe that students
participating in Arkansas’s pre-K programs are entering
kindergarten academically ahead of their peers and are less
likely to be retained. These are very positive outcomes for
young students, and we are looking forward to reviewing
continued research examining how these effects can be
carried on throughout the academic careers of these young
students.”'6

Scott Shirey of KIPP Delta has added pre-K to the
educational program at the KIPP Delta schools. He would
like to expand it but cant because of space. “The research
around quality pre-K is clear,” Shirey said. “Students who
have a strong start to their education have an advantage
over those who do not. Beyond improving academic
gains, students coming from quality pre-K programs learn
essential life and character skills such as curiosity and grit
that stay with them well beyond their formative years.
Thus, given the fact that the lessons learned in pre-K stay
with our children for a lifetime, it would follow that a
comparable level of attention and funding as K-12 would
be appropriate.””

If we want people to find successful employment,
contribute to our economy, stay off public assistance and
out of prison, we have to invest early. Arkansas kids need
quality pre-K. They need to be reading at grade level by the
end of third grade. And there’s no reason they shouldn’t
graduate from high school ready for college or a career. If
we want to build a strong workforce that everyone is a part
of, we have to start with pre-K.
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